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INTRODUCTION 


Any historical introduction to general sociology raises certain 
philosophical or methodological-problems. Indeed, one cannot 
undertake the history of any historical entity — whether a nation 
or a scientific discipline — without establishing its definition, 
without fixing its limits. One cannot retrace the past of France 
until one has decided what France is. And if in this case the 
problem seems a simple one, substitute for the concept ‘ France’ 
the concept ‘Europe’ or the concept of ‘the West’, and you will 
soon see that the definition of a historical subject is not a matter 
of course. 

To write a history of sociology, one must arrive at a definition 
of what is to be called ‘sociology’. Now, in dealing with a natural 
science like mathematics or physics, the solution is relatively 
simple: in these cases, science presents itself in the form of a 
body of proven propositions; and history can, if so desired, be 
reduced to the gradual discovery of the truth as it appears to us 
today. In this case, history is no more than the discovery of cur- 
rently accepted truths. But if we employed such a method in the 
case of sociology, the consequences would be unfortunate, for 
there is great danger that each sociologist would write a different 
history of sociology, each of such histories obligingly leading up 
to the current situation and the present truth, i.e. the truth held 
by the sociologist in question. 

I cannot offer any body of demonstrated truths which might be 
called the present state of sociology. Strictly speaking, there is the 
Present state of French sociology, illustrated in the Traité de 
Sociologie published by the Presses Universitaires de France, 
But this treatise is not necessarily regarded as the last word on 
the subject in the United States, where a more conceptual, more 
analytic notion of sociology prevails; still less in the Soviet 
Union, where a more categorical notion of sociological truth 
is preferred. 

To avoid this difficulty, I prefer to regard as sociology that 
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which societies designate as such; I regard as sociologists those 
who assume this title — of honour or disgrace, as you will; and for 
an idea of sociology throughout the world, I refer to the quad- 
rennial International Congress of Sociology attended by several 
hundred people who call themselves sociologists and who discuss 
a certain number of problems they call sociological — problems 
which imply a certain idea of what sociology is and should be 
today. 

In the course of recent international congresses, two typical 
schools emerged, each aware of itself and of its opposition to the 
other. These two concepts of sociology were that of the Ameri- 
can school on the one hand and that of the Soviet, or Marxist, 
school on the other. (To be sure, there appeared intermediate 
schools — the Polish school or the French school — which shared a 
tendency to cast aspersions on the two dominant ones: in these 
cases the sociologists reflected quite accurately the societies they 
represented.) I shall try to define briefly the respective charac- 
teristics of each of these two major schools of sociology. 

Marxist sociology is essentially an inclusive interpretation of 
modern societies and of the evolution of social types. The prim- 
ary object of sociological investigation, according to our col- 
leagues in Moscow, is the discovery of the fundamental laws of 
historical evolution. These laws of historical evolution afford two 
major aspects, one static, the other dynamic. More Precisely, the 
Soviet sociologists establish the fundamental structure of human 
societies as determined by the forces and relations of production; 
next, they define the principal social types and trace the neces- 
sary evolution from one social type to another. These social types 
are, moreover, the same ones discovered by Marx in the preface 
to his Critique of Political Economy: the ancient economy, based 
on slavery; the medieval economy, based on serfdom; the 
capitalist economy, based on wage earning; and finally, the 
socialist economy, which marks the end of the exploitation of 
man by man and of one class by another. 

Only one of Marx’s social types has virtually disappeared from 
contemporary Soviet literature, and that is the social type Marx 
called ‘the Asiatic mode of production’, which has given rise to a 
great body of literature, both Marxist and non-Marxist, The 
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Asiatic mode of production, as Marx defined it, was based on the 
dominant and almost exclusive role of the state in the organiza- 
tion of production. This role of the state was in turn related to the 
necessity of controlling the rivers and their irrigating functions. 
The Asiatic mode of production was not characterized by a 
class struggle within the society, but by a simple opposition be- 
tween the mass of the ruled and the minority of the rulers or 
administrators organized into a vast state bureaucracy. 

A sociology of the Marxist kind is synthetic, in the sense that 
Auguste Comte assigned to this term: it comprehends the whole 
of each society; unlike the specific social sciences, it is dis- 
tinguished by its all-encompassing design. It seeks to grasp 
society in its totality, rather than any particular aspect of society. 

This synthetic sociology is at the same time a historical 
sociology. It is not content to analyse modern societies in terms 
of their structure at any given moment. It analyses and interprets 
modern societies in terms of the future of the human race. It 
contains within itself a philosophy of history. 

Synthetic and historical, Marxist sociology is also determinist; 
it predicts as inevitable the advent of a certain economic and 
social mode of organization. It is also progressive as well as 
determinist, because it assumes the superiority of the coming 
social régime, as compared with the social régimes of the past or 
present. 

This sociology, which claims to derive from Marx and which 
does retain many of his essential ideas, albeit in simplified form, 
contains two kinds of contradictory implications, depending on 
whether one is considering Soviet or non-Soviet societies. 

The Marxist sociology of the nineteenth century was revolu- 
tionary. By this I mean that it predicted the revolution which 
would destroy the capitalist régime and hailed this revolution as 
a good thing. But today Soviet sociology regards the beneficial 
revolution as a thing of the past, not of the future. The anni- 
versary of the 1917 revolution is celebrated: the revolution is 
forty-eight years old; and because the decisive break has oc- 
curred in the course of history, the same sociology which was 
revolutionary in the nineteenth century plays a conservative role 
today, at least in relation to Soviet society. A sociology born 
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of a revolutionary intent has become an ideology which justifies 
the existing Soviet society. 

But at the same time Soviet sociology has remained revolu- 
tionary in relation to non-Soviet societies. It implies that other 
types of societies have yet to undergo the revolution which 
Soviet society accomplished in 1917. 

From this duality there derives a certain peculiarity of the 
sociological literature of the Soviet Union. The more Soviet 
sociologists know about their own society, the more they praise 
it; the less they know of other societies, the more they criticize 
them. 

Indeed, until quite recently, Soviet sociologists could not leave 
the Soviet Union, But thanks to their theories they thought them- 
selves familiar with non-Soviet society, they denounced its 
decadence, and they predicted its inevitable collapse. Meanwhile, 
dedicated in theory to the study of Soviet society, they were 
embarrassed in fact because they knew in advance what this post- 
revolutionary society was like, because they knew, at least in 
broad outline, what it had to be according to the laws of history. 

What this comes down to is that in a post-revolutionary soci- 
ety, the formerly revolutionary ideology has become official; it 
has become the expression of the truth of the state. This clearly 
helps give Soviet sociologists that sense of their own importance 
which is lacking in Western societies, But equally clearly, a 
position as society’s official interpreter entails certain restrictions 
in the search for truth. 

American sociology reveals, in general, exactly opposite 
characteristics. American sociologists, in my own experience, 
never talk about laws of history, first of all because they are not 
acquainted with them, and next because they do not believe in 
their existence. Because they are men of intelligence, they 
would prefer to say that these laws have not been established 
with any certainty ; but if they were to express their real thoughts, 
they would probably say that what the Soviets regard as laws of 
history have no scientific validity and that there is no justification 
for deriving such laws either from recurrent patterns through 
the ages or from evolutionary tendencies sufficiently obvious to 
permit the accurate prediction of the future from the present. 
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American sociology is fundamentally analytical and empirical; 
it proposes to examine the way of life of individuals in the socie- 
ties with which we are familiar. Its energetic research is aimed at 
determining the thoughts and reactions of students in a class- 
room, professors in or outside their universities, workers in a 
factory, voters on election day, and so forth, American sociology 
prefers to explain institutions and structures in terms of the 
behaviour of individuals and of the goals, mental states, and 
motives which determine the behaviour of members of the 
various social groups. 

This empirical or analytical sociology is not a state ideology, 
nor is it a conscious glorification of American society. As a matter 
of fact, it is carried on for the most part by persons belonging to 
what is known in the United States as the liberal school of 
political opinion. By and large, American liberals are more apt to 
vote for the Democratic than the Republican Party (although 
there are liberals in the Republican Party, too). On most of the 
political issues raised in the United States, they favour the solu- 
tions advocated by the European left. For example, they prefer a 
maximum of social mobility to the hereditary perpetuation of 
class distinctions. 

American sociologists are more sympathetic than hostile to 
American society, but their sympathy takes the form of approval 
of the whole and criticism of the parts —- which is as good a 
definition as any of what in Europe is called ‘reformism’. 

Soviet sociologists are conservative for themselves and revolu- 
tionaries for others. American sociologists are inclined to be 
reformists for the whole world. They are reformists more 
specifically for American society, because they are primarily 
concerned with American society. But their method and their 
Point of view, transported to other societies, would probably 
lead to the assumption of analogous positions. Not that the 
analytical or empirical method of study necessarily excludes the 
revolutionary spirit: this method may in some cases encounter 
obstacles which cannot be surmounted by mere reforms. But, in 
Most cases, the adoption of American sociological method and 
attitude will lead to the adoption of reformist positions. If you 
study social organizations in detail, you will find something to 
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improve everywhere. In order to seek a revolution — that is, a 
total upheaval — you must assume an over-all viewpoint, take upa 
synthetic method, define the essence of a given society, and 
j t essence. 

Sees two schools, which I have characterized so sketchily, do 
not include the whole of what is practised all over the world 
under the name of sociology. But these two schools, which are 
the most typical ones, form the opposite poles between which 
fluctuates what is called sociology today. All national schools 
include these two approaches in varying degrees — the tendency 
towards the empirical and analytical study of modern society 
and the tendency towards synthetic analysis of modern societies 
in the context of world history. Whether the sociology be 
analytic or synthetic, contemporary or historical, it contains 
implications regarding the society in question. It is impossible 
for a study of a given society, however scientific its aims, not to 
contain implied approval or criticism of that society. 

The social role of sociology in the two schools I have described 
is perfectly clear. The role of Soviet sociology is conservative- 
revolutionary; that of American sociology is conservative- 
reformist. But, in both cases, these schools regard their 
revolution as lying in the past rather than the future, 

As for the sociologies which are neither Soviet nor American, 
perhaps most of their uncertainty results from the difficulty they 
have in situating their revolution precisely, When one knows 
that the revolution is either ahead or behind, one has a clear 
historical perspective. The European sociologies, to the extent 
that they are being Americanized, are in the process of destroy- 
ing the idea of Revolution with a capital ‘R’. The sociologies, 
like the societies, of Western Europe are approaching the 
American model. German sociology increasingly resembles 
American analytical and empirical sociology. French sociology 
is also beginning to approach the American model, with the same 

psychological repercussions. I have observed the gradual 
renunciation of the revolutionary ideology in young sociologists 
as they became researchers. They remain leftists; but when one 
undertakes a concrete, detailed study of social institutions, 


one 
becomes critical in detail and forgets about total negation, 
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Whatever the diversity of these two schools and of all the 
intermediary ones, they nevertheless belong to a whole which 
may be called sociology. Indeed, these two schools converge in 
the study of common problems. In both schools, social differen- 
tiation within modern societies is studied under various aspects, 
designated by such terms as social stratification, class struggle, 
and social mobility. 

Still more generally, both schools hold that one essential 
characteristic of modern society is the rapid transformation of 
the society itself. Modern societies are perhaps the first in history, 
‘not just to change, but also to be aware of change as the very 
nature of society. While in most past societies the ideal image 
was of an established and unchanging order, the ideal image of 
modern societies is of a steady economic growth involving con- 
stant upheavals in the social organization. 

Now, this phenomenon is common to Soviet and Western 
societies. Clearly it is one of the preferential domains of all 
sociological inquiry which permits us to say that sociology 
has retained as a preferential domain the problem of modern 
societies, as was predicted by those who were the first theorists 
of sociology and whom we shall be studying in the chapters that 
follow. 

In addition, however, to this problem of modern society, 
sociologists do concern themselves, on the one hand, with the 
groups I shall call traditional — groups which have existed in all 
societies as well as the modern ones: the family and the state - 
ani, on the other hand, with the relatively new groups arising 
within modern society: political parties, labour unions, pressure 
groups, and so on. 

One can say, then, that whatever the method used or the view- 
point taken, sociology has as its object the analysis, under- 
Standing, and interpretation of modern societies in the 
framework of the permanent organization of historical societies, 

. Besides having this central object, sociology is oriented in two 
other directions, On the one hand, there are countless specialized 
Sociologies; and, on the other, there is the attempt to compre- 
hend units larger than the nation itself. 

The specialized sociologies — the sociology of science, the 
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i alan e, the sociology of art, the sociology of 
RERE 3 are es to explain the evolution of human 
phenomena in relation to the social milieu. I deliberately use 
the phrase ‘in relation to’, for it has a double significance, 
referring either to the social causes or influences which favoured, 
opposed, or modified these intellectual creations, or to the 
social consequences of these intellectual creations. These so- 
called specialized sociologies are a specific approach to the 
study and interpretation of realities which have a social 
aspect, without their essence being exhausted by their social 
character. 

Finally, there is the effort of sociological inquiry to determine 
and comprehend those vast and vague realities called ‘civiliza- 
tions’ or ‘cultures’. è 

These realities are not constituted by an organization, in the 
manner of national entities. Whether we grant or deny the 
reality of a ‘Western Civilization’, there has never been an 
organization which established and represented the unity of that 
civilization, Yet the latter has none the less had a certain exist- 
ence, The cultures Spengler or Toynbee speak of are perhaps 
difficult to comprehend; but they are not pure mythology. 


What conclusions may be drawn from this preliminary exam- 
ination into the nature of sociology? Here are a few which will 
serve as our point of departure, 

Sociology may be said to be characterized by two specific aims 
which account for its nature. On the one hand, sociology lays 
claim tò objective and scientific knowledge. On the other, what it 
claims to know objectively and scientifically is some vaguely 
defined thing we call society or societies or social phenomena. For 
the time being, I shall use these expressions as if they were 
synonymous, 

In the past, there have always been studies devoted to the 
organization of societies. But the traditional studies of the social 
order were not inspired to the same extent by the two aims I have 
just discussed — the aim of scientific objectivity and the aim of 
grasping the social as such. 


Aristotle’s Politics is a treatise on political sociology. But the 
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central interest, the point of reference in Aristotle’s Politics, is 
the political régime and not the social organization. Thus, to my 
way of thinking, sociology marks a moment in man’s reflection 
on historical reality, the moment when the concept of the social, 
of society, becomes the centre of interest, replacing the concept of 
politics or of the régime or of the state. 

But these two concepts, the scientific and the social, imme- 
diately give rise to two antithetical interpretations which corres- 
pond quite neatly to the characteristics of the two major schools. 
For the specifically social may be sought either on the level of the 
part, the element, or on the level of the whole, the entity. 
Sociology, the science of the social, may just as well be the science 
of the microscopic relationships between two people on the 
street or three dozen people in a military or academic group, as 
the science of society as a whole. 

This fluctuation between element and entity has an analogy in 
the opposition between the present and the past. Of course, 
these two antitheses are not equivalent. One may elaborate a 
sociology that is both analytical and historical, There is no 
necessary connexion between the tendency towards the modern 
and the tendency towards the microscopic. But, in fact, there is a 
certain relation all the same. For a sociology which tends towards 
the interpretation of society as a whole is almost irresistibly led to 
define social types; and the definition of social types leads to the 
hypothesis of an evolution from one social type to another. 

If one defines the aim proper to sociology as the combination 
and reunion of the study of the part with the study of the whole, 
it is easier to explain the significant role played by problems of 
delimitation in sociological theory, especially in general sociol- 
ogy. In itself, it is not particularly interesting to know how 
sociology differs from history or from psychology or from 
economics. But if sociology’s specific intention is to analyse and 
to comprehend the social as such, both as element and as entity, 
then countless questions inevitably arise concerning the relations 
between sociology as such and the other social disciplines, This is 
why we shall, in what follows, ask every sociologist to give his 
interpretation of the relations between sociology and the other 
social disciplines. The problem of delimitation is not a vain 
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theoretical diversion; it is the expression of the central problem 
of sociology as an original science — sociology whose aim is to 
comprehend the social as such, by which is meant either the 
element present in all social relations or the larger and vaguer 
entity embracing and uniting the various sectors of collective 
life. 
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IT is fashionable nowadays to regard Charles de Secondat, Baron 
de la Bréde et de Montesquieu, as a precursor of sociology, 
which is justified if the founder is the man (in this case, Auguste 
Comte) who invented the term. On the other hand, if the sociol- 
ogist is to be defined by the peculiar aims which I have suggested, 
then Montesquieu was much more of a sociologist than Auguste 
Comte. The philosophical interpretation of sociology present 
in The Spirit of the Laws is much more ‘modern’ than the 
same interpretation in the writings of Auguste Comte. This 
does not necessarily mean that Montesquieu was superior 
to Auguste Comte; but it does mean that I do not consider 
Montesquieu a precursor of sociology, but rather one of its great 
theorists. 

To regard Montesquieu as.a sociologist is to answer questions 
which every historian has raised: From what discipline did 
Montesquieu derive? To what school does he belong? 

The uncertainty as to where Montesquieu ‘belongs’ is appar- 
ent from the organization of curricula in French schools, 
Montesquieu may appear simultaneously on the reading lists of 
the literature department, the philosophy department, and in 
certain cases even the history department. On a higher level, 
historians of ideas rank Montesquieu in turn among the men of 
letters, among political theorists, among legal historians, or 
among the eighteenth-century ‘ideologists? who probed the 
foundations of French institutions and who prepared the way for 
the Revolution. : 

It is very true that Montesquieu was at once a writer, almost a 
novelist, a jurist, and a political philosopher. But there is no 
question that The Spirit of the Laws holds a central place in his 
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work. Now, it seems obvious to me that the aim of The Spirit of 
the Laws is the aim of sociology as I have defined it. E A 
What is this aim? Montesquieu made nc secret of it. His pur- 
pose was to make history intelligible, He sought to understand 
historical truth. But historical truth appeared to him in the form 
of an almost limitless diversity of morals, customs, ideas, laws, 
and institutions. His inquiry’s point of departure was precisely 
this: seemingly incoherent diversity. The goal of the inquiry 
should have been the replacement of this incoherent diversity by 
a conceptual order. One might say that Montesquieu, exactly like 
Max Weber, wanted to proceed from the meaningless fact to an 
intelligible order. This attitude is precisel: 
the sociologist. 3 
But the two terms I have just used — meaningless diversity and 
intelligible order — raise an obvious problem. How does one go 
about discovering an intelligible order? What will be the nature 
of this intelligible order, which is to replace the radical diversity 
of customs and morals? On what level and by what means does 
one discover the intelligible order? What are the instruments of 
this intelligibility? 


It seems to me that in Montes 
answers to these questions. 
rather two stages in the sam 

The first amounts to a d 
rules the world. Beyond th 
lying causes which accoun 

Here is a passage whic 
Causes of the Grandeur an 


ly the one peculiar to 


quieu’s works there are two 
They are not contradictory, but are 
e undertaking, 

eclaration that it is not chance which 
e chaos of accidents, there are under- 
t for the apparent absurdity of things. 
h occurs in his Considerations on the 
d Decadence of the Romans: 


It is not fortune which rules the world. We 
had a constant series of successes whi 
and an uninterrupted Sequence of disasters when they followed 
another. There are general causes, whether moral or physical [Remem- 
ber these two terms, which play an in 


"portant role in Montesquicu’s system] 
- +. which operate in every monarchy, to bring about its rise, its 


duration, and its fall. All accidents are subject to these causes, and if the 
outcome of a single battle, i.e, a Particular cause, was the ruin of a 
State, there was a gencral cause which decreed that that State was 
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destined to perish through a single battle. In short, the main impulse 
carries all the particular accidents along with it. 


Here is another passage which expresses the same idea, from 
Chapter 13 of Book X of The Spirit of the Laws: 

It was not the affair of Poltava that ruined Charles. Had he not been 
destroyed at that place, he would have been in another. The casualties 


of fortune are easily repaired; but who can be guarded against events 
that incessantly arise from the nature of things? 


The idea revealed in these two quotations is, it seems to me, 
Montesquieu’s first truly sociological idea, which I should 
express in this way: behind the seemingly accidental course of 
events, we must grasp the underlying causes which account for 
them. 

It should be emphasized that a statement of this kind does not 
imply that everything that has happened was ‘necessitated’ by the 
underlying causes. Sociology is not defined at the outset by the 
hypothesis that accidents have no effect at all on the course of 
history. After all, it is a matter of fact, not of dogma, whether a 
particular military victory or defeat has been caused by the cor- 
ruption of the state or by errors of technique or tactics. Not every 
military victory is proof of the greatness of a state nor is every 
defeat proof of its corruption. 

Montesquieu’s second answer seems to me more funda- 
mentally interesting and perceptive: it is not that apparent acci- 
dents may be explained by underlying causes, but that one can 
organize the diversity of manners, customs, and ideas into a small 
number of types. Between the infinite variety of customs and the 
absolute unity of an ideal society, we must discover an inter- 
mediate term, namely, a small number of social types. 

The preface to The Spirit of the Laws clearly expresses this 
essential idea: 

I have first of all considered mankind, and the result of my thoughts 
has been, that amidst such an infinite diversity of laws and manners, 
they were not solely conducted by the caprice of fancy. 


The statement implies that the diversity of laws may be ex- 
plained, with the laws peculiar to each society being determined 
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b rtain causes which sometimes operate without our being 
y ce: h : 
aware of them. He continues: 


inci: found that the par- 
id down the first principles, and have i ; 
i ane pines follow naturally from them; that the histories of all 
sat z are only consequences of them; and that every particular law is 
e with another law, or depends on some other of a more 
c 
general extent. 


Thus, it is possible to organize the diversity of customs in two 
ways: on the one hand, by ascertaining the causes underlying the 
particular laws observed in a given case; on the other, by dis- 
covering the principles or models which form an intermediate 
level between meaningless diversity and a scheme which is 
universally valid. 

We make development intelligible when we reveal the under- 
lying causes which have determined the general direction of 
events. We make diversity intelligible when we organize it 
within the compass of a small number of types or concepts, 


What is the conceptual tool Montesquieu used to replace a 
meaningless diversity with an intellectual order? The question is 
virtually the same as the one traditionally raised by Montes- 
quieu’s commentators: What is the plan of The Spirit of the 
Laws? Does The Spirit of the Laws present us with an intelligible 


order, or is it merely a collection of more or less acute remarks on 
certain aspects of historical reality? 


The Spirit of the Laws is divided 
apparent heterogeneity has often been remarked. There seem to 
me to be essentially three main divisions. 

First of all, there are the first thirteen books, which develop 
the well-known theory of the three types of government. These 
are concerned with what should be called political sociology: an 
attempt to reduce the diversity of forms of government to a few 
types, each of these being defined at the same time by its nature 
and its origin. The second part, from Book XIV through Book 
XVIII, is devoted to material or physical causes, that is, to the 
influence of soil and climate on human beings, their manners, 

and their institutions. The third part, from Book XX to Book 


into several parts whose 
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XXVI, takes up one by one the influence of social causes = 
trade, currency, population, religion — on manners, customs, and 
laws. These three parts thus seem to be (a) a sociology of politics 
and then (b) a sociological survey of the material and moral 
causes which influence social organization. 

Besides these three main divisions, there remain the last books 
of The Spirit of the Laws which, devoted to an investigation of 
Roman feudal legislation, represent historical illustrations; and 
there is Book XXIX, which is difficult to relate to one of the large 
divisions, devoted as it is to the question of how laws should be 
written. This book may be regarded as a pragmatic elaboration of 
the conclusions deduced from scientific investigation. 

There is, lastly, one book which is difficult to classify in this 
overall design. It is Book XIX, dealing with the general spirit of 
a nation — its morals and customs, It is not concerned with a 
particular cause or with the political aspect of institutions, but 
with what might be called the unifying principle of the social 
entity. This book is especially important, for it is a transition or 
link between the political-sociology of the first part of The Spirit 
of the Laws and the other two parts, which examine material and 
spiritual causes, 

This outline of the plan of The Spirit of the Laws enables us to 
cope with the fundamental problems involved in the interpreta- 
tion of Montesquieu. Historians have all been struck by the 
differences between the first part and the two succeeding parts, 
And whenever historians remark on the apparent heterogeneity 
of the parts of the same book, they are tempted to resort to a 
peculiarly historical kind of explanation: they try to find out when 
the author wrote the various sections so apparently unrelated. 

Montesquieu lends himself rather easily to this historical 
explanation. The first books of The Spirit of the Laws — not 
Book I, but Books II to VII or VIII, the books which analyse 
the three types of government — are, one might say, of Aristo- 
telian inspiration. Montesquieu wrote these first books before his 

trip to England, at a time when he was under the dominant influ- 
ence of classical political philosophy. Aristotle’s Politics was the 
basic book in the classical tradition; and there is no doubt that 


Montesquieu wrote the first books with that volume beside him., 
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There are allusions to or comments on the Politics on almost every 
eerie books that follow — especially the famous Book XI on the 
English constitution and the separation of powers — were 
probably written later, after the trip to England, under the 
influence of observations made during this trip. As for the 
sociological books devoted to the study of material or spiritual 
causes, they were probably written more slowly than the first 
books. 

It would therefore be easy (but not really satisfactory) to 
regard The Spirit of the Laws as the juxtaposition of two ways of 
thinking about, and two ways of examining, reality. On the one 


hand, Montesquieu would be a student of the classical philo- 


sophers. As such, he developed a theory of types of government 
which differs on a few 


Points from the classical theory of 
Aristotle but which is still within the tradition of the philo- 
sophers, At the same time, Montesquieu would be a sociologist 
trying to discover how religion, climate, the nature of the soil, 
and the size of the Population influence the various aspects of 


collective life. The author being two men ~ political theorist on 
the one hand, Sociologist on the other — 
would be an i 


inspiration, 
ideas, 


The central problem is that of the compatibility of the theory 
of the zypes of government and the theory of causes, To begin 
with, then, I shall review the essentials of Montesquieu’s theory 
of types of government, his Political theory. Next, we shall see 
how this theory of types of government is related to the other 
parts of The Spirit of the Laws. 

Montesquieu, of course, distinguished three types of govern- 
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ment: republic, monarchy, and despotism. Each of these types is 
defined with reference to two ideas, which Montesquieu called 
the nature and the principle of government. 

The principle of government is the sentiment which must ani- 
mate men within a type of government for the latter to function 
harmoniously. As Montesquieu expressed it, virtue is the prin- 
ciple of the republic — which does not mean that in a republic all 
men are virtuous, but that republics are prosperous only to the 
extent that their citizens are virtuous. 

The nature of government is that which determines its form; 
specifically, the number of individuals possessing sovereign 
power or, if you prefer, sovereignty. The republic is that form of 
government in which the people as a body, or a part of the 
people, possess sovereign power. (The distinction between the 
people as a body and only a part of the people suggests the two 
types of republican government, democracy and aristocracy.) 
The monarchic form of government is one in which a single 
person governs by fixed and established laws. In a despotic 
government, a single person, without laws or regulations, directs 
everything by his own will and caprice, 

From these definitions, which appear in the first chapter of 
Book II, it is clear that the nature of a government depends not 
only on the number of people who hold the sovereign power but 
also on the manner in which this sovereign power is exercised. 
Monarchy and despotism are both forms of government which 
place the sovereign power in the hands of a single person; but in 
the case of the monarchical form this individual governs accord- 
ing to fixed and established laws, while in a despotism he governs 
without laws or principles. Thus we have two criteria — or, in 
modern jargon, two variables — to determine the nature of each 
government: first, who holds the sovereign power; next, by what 
method this sovereign power is exercised. 

In addition, of course, there is the third criterion, which is that 
of principle, as described above. The type of government is not 
sufficiently defined by a quasi-legal criterion (i.e. who holds the 
Sovereign power). Each type of government is characterized by a 
Sentiment, without which it cannot survive and prosper. : 

Now, according to Montesquieu, there are three basic political 
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sentiments, each of which assures the stability of a single type of 
government. The republic depends on virtue, the monarchy on 
honour, and despotism on fear. 

The virtue of the republic is not a moral virtue, but a peculi- 
arly political virtue. It is respect for law and the individual’s 
dedication to the welfare of the group. 

Honour is the individual’s respect for what he owes to his 
rank. According to Montesquieu, it is philosophically a false 
virtue. 

Fear needs no definition. It is a primal and, so to speak, sub- 
political emotion. But it is one that all Political theorists have dis- 
cussed, because many of them, since Hobbes, have regarded it as 
the most human, the most basic emotion — the emotion which 
underlies the state itself. Montesquieu, however, was not a 
pessimist à la Hobbes. He believed that a government based on 


fear is fundamentally Corrupt and on the threshold of political 
ruin. 


2 


IT is important to note the way. 


2 s in which Montesquieu’s classi- 
fication of the forms of 


government departed from the classical 


Montesquieu’s first originality was to regard democracy and 
aristocracy (which in Aristotle’s classification are two separate 
types) as two modes of a form of government called republican. 
For Montesquieu, the funi 


font e damental distinction is between the 
republic, including the two modes of aristocracy, and democracy, 
and the monarchy. Accordi g to Montesquieu, Aristotle. was 


unaware of the true nature of Monarchy — which is under- 
standable since monarchy, as Montesquieu conceived of it, 
had been achieved only in post-classical Europe. 

There is an underlying reason for this departure, In Montes- 
quieu, the distinction between forms of government is also a 
conscious distinction between social organizations and struc- 
tures. Aristotle had created a theory of forms of government to 
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which he had apparently assigned a general validity, but he was 
presupposing the Greek city-state as its social basis. Monarchy, 
aristocracy, and democracy constituted the three modes of poli- 
tical organization of the Greek city-states. It was justifiable, in 
this context, to distinguish types of government according to the 
number of persons holding the sovereign power. But this kind of 
analysis really implied that these three forms of government 
were, in modern terms, the political superstructure of a certain 
type of society. 

In classical political philosophy, no one bothered to examine 
the relationship between the types of political superstructure and 
the social foundations. No one had clearly formulated the 
question of to what extent a classification of political régimes can 
be made without considering the organization of societies, 
Montesquieu’s decisive contribution was precisely to combine 
the analysis of forms of governmen. with the study of social 
organizations in such a way that each régime is also seen as a 
certain type of society. 

How did he establish this relationship between government 
and society? First, Montesquieu stated explicitly in Book VIII, 
Chapters 16, 17, and 19, that each of these three forms of 
government corresponds to, or is consistent with, a certain 
dimension of the society under consideration. Here is Montes: 
quieu’s most typical pronouncement, from. Book VIII, Chapter 
16; ‘It is natural for a republic to have only a small territory; 
otherwise it cannot long subsist.’ 

A little farther on he says: 

A monarchical state ought to be of moderate extent. Were it small, it 
would form itself into a republic; were it very large, the nobility, pos- 
Sessed of great estates, far from the eye of the prince, with a private 
Court of their own, and protected, moreover, from sudden executions 
by the laws and manners of the country ~ such a nobility, I say, might 
throw off their allegiance, having nothing to fear from too slow and 
too distant a punishment. 

Finally, a third passage, from Chapter 19 of Book VIII: ‘A 
large empire supposes a despotic authority in the person who 
governs,’ 

If we wished to translate these formulas into strictly logical 
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terms, we should probably have to abandon a vocabulary of 
causality. We would be unable to say that once the territory of a 
state exceeds a certain size, despotism is inevitable, but at least 
we could say that there is a natural correspondence between the 
size of the society and the type of government, In any case, it is by 
means of this theory of size that Montesquieu linked the classi- 
fication of governments to what is now called social morphology, 
in Durkheim’s term. 

A second idea relating the classification of governments to the 
analysis of societies is that of principle in Montesquieu’s sense of 
the word, i.e. the sentiment indispensable to the functioning of a 
certain form of government. 

The theory of principle obviously leads to a theory of social 
organization. I have observed that the principle of the republic 
was virtue, to which Montesquieu assigned a peculiarly political 
the republic is love of the 
or patriotism, to use a modern 
e is dependent on a certain sense 


egard themselves as citizens and 
therefore, ultimately, as equals, 


In monarchies Policy effects great 
possible. Thus in the nicest machin 
of movements, springs, and wheels. 


The state subsists independently of the love of our country, of the 
thirst of true glory, of self-denial, of the Sacrifice of our dearest inter- 
ests, and of all those heroic virtues which we admire in the ancients, 
and to us are known only by tradition. . , 

A monarchical government sı as we have already observed, 
pre-eminence and ranks, as likewise a noble descent, Now, since it is 


things with as little virtue as 
es, art has reduced the number 


Ambition is pernicious in a Tepublic. But in a monarchy it has some 
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good effects; it gives life to the government, and is attended with this 


advantage, that it is inno way dangerous, because it may be continually 
checked [Book III, Chapter 5]. 


Hence we see that the essence of monarchy is nor to require 
virtue of its subjects. Montesquieu was not radically original in 
this respect. Since men first began to reflect on politics, they 
have always fluctuated between two extreme positions: either 
that a state prospers only when the people truly desire the good of 
the group; or that it is impossible for the people truly to desire the 
good of the group, and a good government is one in which the 
vices of mankind conspire for the common good. Montesquieu’s 
theory of honour is a version of this second, realistic position: 
the good of the group is insured, if not by the vices of the 
citizens, then at best by their lesser virtues. 

It is my personal feeling that in Montesquieu’s chapters on 
honour there are two dominant attitudes or tendencies: a relative 
devaluation of honour in comparison with true political virtue, 
that of the ancients and of republics; but also a positive valuation 
of honour as the basis of social relationships and as a shield of 
the state against the supreme evil of despotism. 

In effect — and this brings me to a third idea — the two forms of 
government, republican and monarchic, differ in kind in that one 
is based on equality and the other on inequality, but they also 
have one characteristic in common: they are moderate; no one 
rules in an arbitrary manner or outside the law. However, when 
we come to the third form of government, namely, despotism, 
we have left moderate government behind. Montesquieu com- 
bined with the classification of the three forms of government a 
dualistic classification of moderate and nonmoderate govern- 
ments. Republic and monarchy are moderate; despotism is 
not, 

The republic is based on an equalitarian organization of the 
relations between members of the group. Monarchy is based on 
discrimination and inequality. Despotism marks a return to 
€quality; but whereas republican equality is an equality of virtue 
and of universal participation in the sovereign power, despotic 
equality is an equality of fear, impotence, and nonparticipation 
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in the sovereign power. In Montesquieu’s political thought, the 
key antithesis is between despotism, in which every man fears 
every other man, and the libertarian forms of government, in 
which no citizen fears any other. . Ser 

In despotism, Montesquieu showed political evil in its absolute 
form. Despotism is that form of government in which a single 
person governs without laws or regulations, and consequently in 
which every man is afraid of every other man. There remains 
only one limit to the ruler’s absolute power: religion; and even 
this is a precarious protection. 

Is Montesquieu’s synthesis of the theory of government and 
the theory of society altogether satisfactory? I shall outline the 
points which might provide a basis for argument or criticism. 

(x) That despotism is a concrete political type, in the same 
sense as a republic or a monarchy, is open to debate. We know 
that Montesquieu took his model for the republic from the 
ancient republics, especially the Roman republic before the 
great conquests. His models for the monarchy were the European 
monarchies (English and French) of his day. His models for 
despotism were the empires he referred to as Asiatic, I say he 
referred to them as Asiatic, because he tended to regard the 
Persian, Chinese, Indian, and Japanese empires as birds of a 
feather, so to speak, Montesquieu’s knowledge of Asia was 
fragmentary; nevertheless, he did have access to material which 


might have afforded him a more complex understanding of Asi- 


atic despotism. In a sense, we can say that Montesquieu was 


responsible for an attitude towards the history of Asia which has 


still not completely disappeared — an attitude typical of European 
thought, whereby Asiatic governments are viewed as being in 
essence despotisms which have abolished all political structure, 
all law and order, all moderation. Asiatic despotism, as seen by 
Montesquieu, is a desert of servitude. The absolute sovereign 
rules alone, without laws or regulations. In certain cases, he 
delegates his powers to a grand vizier; but whatever the intrica- 
cies of the relations between the despot and his entourage, there 
are no social classes to provide an equilibrium, no ranks, no 
orders; neither the equivalent of the ancient virtue, nor the 
equivalent of the European honour; fear rules millions of human 
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beings across these vast reaches where the state can endure only if 
a single man is omnipotent. 

This evocation of absolute political evil, incidentally, is not 
without a polemical intent with respect to the European mon- 
archies of Montesquieu’s day. Let us not forget the famous 
temark, ‘All monarchies will lose their being in despotism even 
as rivers in the sea.’ Despotism is a possible outcome of mon- 
archies, once the latter lose respect for order, for nobility, for 
those intermediary bodies without which social structure 
collapses and the absolute and arbitrary power of a single 
individual triumphs over all moderation. 

(2) In so far as it posits a relation between the dimensions of 
the territory and the form of government, Montesquieu’s theory 
of government risks leading to a sort of fatalism. 

In Montesquieu’s thought, there is a fluctuation between two 
extremes, It would be only too easy to find a number of passages 
which seem to imply a sort of hierarchy: the republic being the 
best form of government, next monarchy, finally despotism. 
Were this the case, what we would have would be less a socio- 
logical analysis of the different types of government than a 
hierarchy of political régimes, But from another point of view, 
and in other passages, each form of government seems inevitably 
determined by a certain dimension of the social body; here we 
are dealing, not with a hierarchy of values, but with a ruthless 
determinism, 

(3) The third criticism, which touches the heart of the matter, 
Concerns the relation between political régimes and social types. 

One can, of course, consider this relationship in various ways. 
One may regard a political régime as sufficiently defined by a 
Single criterion. For example, the number of those holding 
Sovereignty has sometimes been regarded as a basis for the 
Classification of political régimes, since it is independent of 
history. Whatever the size or the form of the society, the 
Political régime would be classified as a democracy, aristocracy, 
or monarchy, according to the number of persons holding 
Sovereignty. 

Such was the implicit assumption of classical political philo- 
Sophy, in so far as the latter constructed a theory of government 
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apart from social organization, presupposing, as it were, the 
extrahistorical validity of political types. 

The other extreme position consists in intimately relating 
political régime and social type, as Montesquieu did more or less 
explicitly. In this case, one arrives at what Max Weber ‘would 
have called three ideal types: the ancient city-state, of small 
dimensions, governed as republic, democracy, or aristocracy; 
the ideal type of European monarchy, legal and moderate, whose 
essence is the differentiation of ranks; and finally, the ideal type 
of Asiatic despotism, a state of vast dimensions under the abso- 
lute power of a single man, where religion is the sole restraint on 
the sovereigns’ whims and equality is restored — but an equality 
of universal impotence, 

Montesquieu’s most important and valuable idea, then, is the 
connexion established between the form of government on the 
one hand and the style of interpersonal relations on the other. 
Social life depends on the way in which ‘power is exercised by the 
government, and vice versa. Such an idea lends itself admirably 
to a sociology of government, At the same time, it obviously 
raises a crucial question: To what extent are political régimes 
conceptually separable from the historical realities in which they 
are embodied? Montesquieu clearly stated this problem. He 


found no final solution; but then, it is by no means certain that 
anyone has to date, 


Let us turn now to another aspect of Montesquieu’s political 
sociology — the most familiar aspect, which, moreover, is closely 
related to the ideas I have just summarized, As a matter of fact, 
the distinction between moderate and nonmoderate government, 
which is so central to Montesquieu’s thought, enables us to 
incorporate Book XI’s reflections on England into the theory of 
types of government found in the early books. 

The essential passage in this connexion is Chapter 6 of Book 
XI, in which Montesquieu examined the English constitution. 
This chapter has become so famous that a number of English 
constitutionalists have interpreted their own institutions in terms 
of what Montesquieu said about them, and the English reading 
public considered that they understood themselves after finish- 
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ing The Spirit of the Laws. Needless to say, I shall not undertake 
here a detailed study either of the English constitution in the 
eighteenth century or of Montesquieu’s conception of it. My main 
concern is to show how Montesquieu’s essential ideas about 
England fit into his general conception of politics. 

In England, Montesquieu discovered, as he said, a state 
whose peculiar aim was political liberty. (Indeed, in Chapter 5 of 
Book XI, Montesquieu suggested a very tempting idea, namely, 
that each state has a mission, so to speak, a true vocation.) This 
aim was achieved through representation. Now, iù Montesquieu’s 
theory of the republic, the idea of representation does not have a 
Position.of prime importance. The republics he had in mind 
were the ancient republics, in which there existed an assembly of 
the people. The people themselves did not decide matters in 
detail; but they did decide important matters. When Montes- 
quieu recalled the legislative power of the ancient city-states, he 
pictured an assembly of the people, and not an assembly elected 
by the people. It was in England that Montesquieu discovered 
the institution of representation. 

The dominant characteristic of this government, whose goal 
was liberty and in which the people were represented in assem- 
blies, is what has been called the ‘separation of powers’, a 
doctrine which, as you know, has remained quite contemporary 
and about which there continues to be endless speculation. 
Montesquieu found that in England a monarch was possessed of 
the executive power. Because the latter required swift decision 
and action, it had to be in the hands of one man. The legislative 
Power was embodied in two assemblies: the House of Lords, 
which represented the nobility, and the House of Commons, 
which represented the people. These two powers, executive and 
legislative, were possessed by distinct persons or bodies or 
organs, But Montesquieu put just as much emphasis on the 
cooperation between these organs as he did on their separation. 
In effect, he showed what each of these powers may and must do 
in relation to the other. 

There is, of course, a third power, the judiciary. But in this 
sixth chapter Montesquieu said at least twice that this power is 
Virtually null and invisible, which seems to indicate that the 
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judiciary power ought to be essentially an interpreter of the law, 
that it should have as little initiative and personality as possible. 
It is not the power of persons, but the power of laws. P 

The legislative power cooperates with the executive power; it 
must be able to ascertain to what extent the laws have been 
correctly applied by the latter. As for the executive power, 
Montesquieu said it should not be expected to enter into the 
discussion of affairs but ought to have a cooperative relationship 
with the legislative power through what he calls the executive’s 
right of hindrance (faculté d’empécher), Montesquieu specified 
further that the budget must be voted on annually: ‘If the legisla- 
tive power were to settle the subsidies, not from year to year, but 
forever, it would risk losing its liberty.’ Which clearly indicates 
that the annual vote on the budget is, as it were, a condition of 
liberty. 

Chapter 6, Book XI, has been compared with passages from 
Locke on the same subject; and it would be tempting, if time 
permitted, to explain certain peculiarities or oddities in Montes- 
quieu’s account by referring to Locke. For example, at the 
beginning of Chapter 6 there are two definitions of the executive 
power: it is first defined as the power determining matters having 
to do with international law, which seems to limit it to foreign 
policy; but a little further on it is defined as the power carrying 
out public resolutions, which gives it another dimension. This 
peculiarity arises from the fact that in one instance Montesquieu 
followed a passage from Locke. But there is a fundamental 
difference of purpose between Locke and Montesquieu. Whether 
or not he wished to justify the revolution of 1688, Locke’s aim 
was to limit the royal power, to show that if the monarch exceeds 
certain limits, or fails in certain obligations, the people, as the 
true source of sovereignty, have the right to take action. On the 
other hand, Montesquieu’s essential concept was not the separa- 
tion of powers, in the juridical sense of the phrase, but what 
might be called the balance of social powers, the condition of 
political liberty, 

Throughout his analysis of the English constitution, Montes- 
quieu presupposed a nobility; he assumed two houses, one 
representing the people and the other the aristocracy. He in- 
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sisted that the nobles be judged only by their peers; for were they 
to be judged otherwise, their judges might treat them unjustly 
out of envy. In other words, Montesquieu, in his analysis of the 
English constitution, was trying to prove that social discrimina- 
tion — distinctions of class and rank consistent with the essence of 
monarchy as he has defined it — are indispensable to the balance 
of power. 

I would say without hesitation that for Montesquieu, a state is 
free when one power checks another. What justifies this interpre- 
tation most strikingly is that in Book XI, after he had completed 
his analysis of the English constitution, Montesquieu turned 
back to Rome and analysed the whole of Roman history in terms 
of the relationship between the plebs and the patriciate. What in 
fact interested him is the rivalry, the competition, between the 
social classes which is a condition of a moderate government 
Sane because the different classes are able to balance each 
other, 

As for the constitution itself, it is of course true that Montes- 
quieu showed in detail how each of the powers has such and such 
a right and how the various powers must cooperate. But this con- 
stitutional formalization is nothing more than the expression ofa 
free state or, as I see it, of a free society in which no power can 
be abused because it is checked by other powers. 

I should like to quote a passage from the Considerations on 
the Causes of the Grandeur and Decadence of the Romans which, 
a my opinion, perfectly summarizes Montesquieu’s central 

eme; 


Whenever we shall find everyone at peace, in a State which calls 
itself a Republic, we can be sure that there is no liberty there. What we 
call union in a political body is a very ambiguous thing. True union is a 
union of harmony which causes all parties, however hostile they may 
seem to be, to contribute to the general good of the society as disson- 
ances in music contribute to the harmony of the whole. There may be 
union in a State where we seem to see nothing but dissension, that is, a 
harmony which produces happiness, which alone is true peace. It is as 
with the members of this universe, forever bound together by the ac- 
tion of some and the reaction of others. 


Montesquieu’s idea of social ‘consensus’, as we would say 
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since Auguste Comte, was that of a balance of power, or of peace 
established by action and reaction between social groups. y 

If this analysis is correct, the theory of the English constitution 
is central to Montesquieu’s political sociology, not necessarily 
because he saw the British constitution as a model for all coun- 
tries, but because in the constitutional machinery of a monarchy 
of his own day he found the basis of a moderate and free state, as 
a result of the balance of social classes and of political powers. A 
model of liberty, this constitution is still aristocratic, and of this 
fact various explanations have been offered. 

The first explanation, which has long been the view of jurists, 
is a theory of the juridically conceived Separation of powers 
within the republican government. Certain well-defined rights 
are granted to the President of the republic and the prime 
minister, on the one hand, and to the assembly or assemblies, on 


the other. A balance is obtained by a precise ordering of the 
relations between the various organs, 
The second int 


balance of social power, 


condemned. Caught in the trap of history, he took issue with the 
king on behalf of the no 
advance the cause of the the aristocracy. 

I believe in a third explanati i 
the second in the manner of Hegel’: 
cends while still retaining the kernel of truth. 

The fact is that Montesquieu conceived of the balance of 
social power, the condition of liberty, only on the model of an 
aristocratic society. He believed that 
moderate and that governments could 
power were checked by power or unles: 
of any other citizen. The nobles could 
only if their rights were guaranteed by 
itself, And only if the nobles felt secure 
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feel equally secure. The idea of social balance expounded by 
Montesquieu is quite definitely linked to an aristocratic society. 

It remains to be seen whether Montesquieu’s conception of 
the conditions of liberty and of moderation apply outside the 
aristocratic model he had in mind. Montesquieu would probably 
have said that we can, of course, imagine a social metamorphosis 
which would tend to do away with the differentiation of ranks 
and orders. But can we imagine a society without ranks or orders, 
a state without a plurality of powers, which would at the same 
time be moderate and whose citizens would be free? History has 
shown that a democratic régime, in which the sovereignty 
belongs to all, is not necessarily a moderate and free govern- 
ment. It seems to me that Montesquieu was perfectly right in 
maintaining the fundamental distinction between the power of 
the people and the liberty of the citizens. It may be that when the 
people are sovereign, the security of the citizens and moderation 
in the exercise of power disappear. 

In other words, beyond his particular aristocratic conception 
of the balance of social powers and the cooperation of political 
Powers, Montesquieu enunciated this general principle: the 
condition for respect of the laws and security of the citizens is 
that no power be unlimited. That is what I regard as the essential 
theme of what might be called Montesquieu’s political sociology. 


3 


WE now approach three critical problems of sociology. First, 
using Montesquieu’s political sociology as the point of departure, 
how does the political sociology of The Spirit of the Laws relate 
to the sociology of the social entity? How do we effect the transi- 
tion from a study of the type of government to a grasp of the 
Society as a whole? 

Second, from the standpoint of political sociology, what is the 
relation between fact and value, between the understanding of 
institutions and the determination of the good or desirable 
régime? We have seen that Montesquieu condemned despotism 
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as evil, contrary to human nature. Yet he explained that des- 
potism is more or less inevitable as the result of the size of the 
collectivity and of certain external conditions. Whence a problem 
for sociologists: how can one explain certain institutions as pre- 
determined, independent of human will, and at the same time 
apply value judgements to these institutions? Does this not 
lead to a kind of contradiction which consists in recognizing as 


inevitable under certain conditions a régime which one con- 
demns as inhuman? 


n — a statement which found 
ia, for immediately apparent 


ernment which under certain 

trary to human nature? This is the 
second problem. 

Finally, the third problem will be the relation between rational 

universalism and the Particularities of history. To illustrate this, 

turn to the example of despotism, Montesquieu said that 

tsm is contrary to human nature, This raises these 

question: 


that nature common to all 
men in all ages and all climes? How f 


or determinants being decisive? 


36 


MONTESQUIEU 


On the first point, the enumeration of causes, I can be brief, 
since I have already discussed these. Moreover, at first glance, 
Montesquieu’s treatment has nothing systematic about it. The 
causes he listed are as follows: 

First of all, Montesquieu studied what we call the influence of 
the geographical milieu, the latter being subdivided, as it were, 
into two parts: the climate and the soil. He first studied the 
climate and its influence on the way of life and social institutions 
of the people. Next, he considered the nature of the land and 
tried to discover in a similar fashion how the people have culti- 
vated the soil and distributed property as a result of its nature. 

After the influence of geographical milieu comes, in Book 
XIX, the consideration of the general spirit of a nation, which 
will concern us later, for the phrase itself is ambiguous. 

Then Montesquieu turned from the physical to the social 
causes, among which figure prominently trade, the historical 
revolutions in trade, and currency. One might say that he dealt 
essentially with the economic aspect of collective life, were it 
not for the fact that he virtually ignored one element which for us 
is essential in the analysis of the economy, namely, the means of 
Production, to use the Marxist term, or the technical tools and 
instruments men have at their disposal. 

The essence of the economy for Montesquieu is either the dis- 
tribution of property, especially land; or trade, exchanges, and 
communications between collectivities; or, finally, currency, 
which he saw as an essential aspect of the relations between men 
within collectivities or between collectivities. Montesquieu saw 
the economy as divided between agriculture and trade; not that 
he ignored what he called ‘the arts’, the beginnings of what we 
call industry, but in his eyes the cities in which the economic 
interest prevails are the mercantile or commercial cities: Athens, 
Venice, Genoa. In other words, the essential antithesis is be- 
tween collectivities whose chief preoccupation is military 
activity, glory, and the collectivities whose chief preoccupation is 
trade, 

I want to dwell for a moment on this idea, which is a tradi- 
tional one in pre-modern political philosophy. The originality of 
Modern societies, which is linked to industry, was not apparent 
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to classical political philosophy, and in this respect Ana mem 
belongs to the classical tradition. We can even say that cei 
anterior to the Encyclopedists, that he was far from ae oe . 
implications of the Saree ae discoveries for the transforma 

z i ole. 

Hea oE EA nes comes the analysis of population. In 
history, the problem arises in two forms. In certain cases, there is 
a struggle against depopulation — the more common condition, 
according to Montesquieu; in his opinion, the danger threatening 
most societies is lack of manpower. But he also recognized the 
converse problem, the struggle against overpopulation, against 
the growth of population beyond available resources, J 

Finally, after population comes religion, which Montesquieu 
considered one of the most powerful influences on the organiza- 
tion of collective life, 

As we see, this enumeration appears to have no systematic 
character. The author considered a certain number of causes in 
turn. His dominant distinction seems to be that of physical 
causes and moral causes. Climate and the nature of the land 
belong to the physical causes. The general spirit of a nation and 
religion belong to the moral causes. As for trade and population, 


a single category of these, 
lective life which influence 
e life. But Montesquieu did 
Not construct a systematic scheme of this kind, 
order to have a reasonably 
cographical milieu, with the 
nature of the land, we would 
Proceed to population, because it would be more logical to go 
limits the size of the society, to 


> tants. From here we would consider the 
strictly social causes, of whi 


namely, the general spirit of a nation. 


As for the determinates, i.e, those phenomena which Montes- 
quieu sought to explain by means of the causes which he studied 
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in turn, it seems to me that Montesquieu used three concepts — 
laws, manners, and customs — which he carefully defined in 
Chapter 16 of Book XIX: 


Manners and customs are those usages which laws have not estab- 
lished, either because they were not able or were not willing to establish 
them. 

There is this difference between laws and manners, that the laws are 
most adapted to regulate the actions of the subject, and manners to 
regulate the actions of man. There is this difference between manners 
and customs, that the former principally relate to internal behaviour, 
the latter to external behaviour. 


The first distinction, between laws and manners, corresponds 
to the sociologist’s distinction between what is decreed by the 
state and what is imposed by society. In one case, there are 
explicitly worded mandates sanctioned by the state itself. In the 
other — the case of manners — there are both positive and nega- 
tive mandates, orders or prohibitions, which are imposed on the 
members of a group without any law enforcing their respect and 
without any officially provided punishments in the event of 
violation, 

The distinction between manners and customs corresponds to 
the distinction between internalized imperatives and purely 
external ways of behaving, prescribed by the group. 

As for the laws themselves, Montesquieu distinguished the 
various types, essentially the three principal ones: civil laws, 
which have to do with the organization of family life; criminal 
laws, in which, like all his contemporaries, he was passionately 
interested; and those laws directly related to the political régime. 

Let us turn now to our second question, namely, the nature of 
the relation established between determinants and determinates, 
Or between the causes and the institutions to be explained. For 
illustration, I shall take the books dealing with geographical 
milieu — that is, with climate and land — celebrated books in 
which I feel the personal peculiarities of Montesquieu’s theories 
are most readily perceived. hi 

As we have said, Montesquieu was primarily concerned, in 
treating the geographical milieu, with climate and land, but his 
development of these notions is quite summary. As regards 
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climate, the distinction is virtually reduced to the contrast 
between hot and cold, temperate and extreme. Of course, mod- 
ern geographers utilize concepts far more precise_than-these, 
with a great many distinctions between the different typés of 
climate. As regards land, Montesquieu chiefly considered its 
fertility or sterility, more briefly its relief, the plains and moun- 
tains, and the distribution of relief over a given continent. On all 
these points, Montesquieu was not particularly original; he bor- 
rowed many of his geographical ideas from the English doctor, 
Arbuthnot. M. Dedieu, who is one of the most qualified of 
Montesquieu’s commentators, has read all the English literature 
on the subject and has proven its influence on Montesquieu. But 
these questions of historical erudition do not concern me. What 


does interest me is the logical nature of the causal relations 
posited by Montesquieu, 


In many cases, Montesquieu directly 
ments of men, their sensibility, 
is the typical formula, from Chapter 2 of Book XIV: 

In cold countries men have very little sensibility for the pleasures of 
life; in temperate countries, they have more 3 in warm countries, their 
Sensibility is exquisite. 


attributed the tempera- 
their way of life, to climate. Here 


Sociology would be simple if statements of this order were 
true. And consider this remark of Montesquiew’s: 


_ As climates are distin 


ome measure by those of sensibility. . . . I have 
been at the opera in England and in Italy, where I have seen the same 
Pieces and the same performers 


i 3and yet the same music produces such 
different effects on the two nations: onc is so cold and phlegmatic, and 
tured, that it seems almost inconceivable- 


Montesquieu dealt with d 
Í z slavery an 
climate, and which even bears the title, ‘In What tee the 

Laws of Civil Slavery Relate to the Nature of the Climate’: 
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There are countries where the excess of heat enervates the body, and 
renders men so slothful and dispirited that nothing but the fear of 
chastisement can oblige them to perform any laborious duty: slavery is 
there less offensive to reason; and the master being as lazy with respect 
to his sovereign as his slave is with regard to him, this adds a political 
to a civil slavery. 

A passage of this kind is interesting because it reveals different 

facets of Montesquieu’s mind. At first glance, it offers a simple, 
almost oversimplified explanation of the relation between 
climate and slavery, But in this same passage we find the state- 
ment, ‘slavery there is less offensive to reason’, which implies 
that slavery by its very nature is offensive to reason and contains 
an implicit reference to a universal conception of human nature. 
Reason excludes certain institutions, or at any rate considers 
them evil. Here we find, juxtaposed, the two aspects of Montes- 
quieu’s interpretation: the determinist view of institutions as 
facts, on the one hand, and on the other a judgement on those 
institutions in the name of universally valid values. 
3 The compatibility of these two modes of thought is achieved, 
in this case, by the phrase ‘is less offensive to reason’, Although 
he admits that slavery by its spirit is contrary to the essence of 
human nature, Montesquieu found a justification for the reality 
of slavery in the influence of the climate. But a statement of this 
sort is logically admissible only to the extent that the climate 
exerts an influence on, or is favourable to, an institution without 
making it inevitable. For were this an inexorable relation of 
Cause and effect, then we should have a pure contradiction 
between a moral condemnation and a scientifically demonstrated 
determinism. 

I find confirmation of the nature of this causal relation in 
Chapter 8 of the same Book XV. Montesquieu concluded with 
these lines, which again are typical: 

I know not whether this article be dictated by my understanding or 
by my heart. Possibly there is not that climate upon earth where the 
Most laborious services might not with proper encouragement be per- 
formed by free men. Bad laws having made lazy men, they have been 
teduced to slavery because of their laziness. 


In appearance, a passage of this kind seems to contradict the 
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passage quoted above. The first passage seems to attribute 
slavery to the climate. The second attributes it to bad laws and 
offers the proposition, ‘nowhere is the climate such that slavery 
was inevitable’. 

Montesquieu was in a dilemma, as are all sociologists when 
they encounter phenomena of this sort, If they carry the deter- 
ministic interpretation to its logical conclusion and find that the 
institution which is repugnant to them was inevitable, they 
must accept the consequences, We are still safe as long as we are 
dealing with institutions of past ages, for the past is unalterable} 
we need not wonder about what might have been. But if we apply 
these ideas to present societies (and if we apply them to past 
societies, why not to present Ones?), we reach an impasse: how 


can the sociologist Suggest reform if the most inhuman institu- 
tions are inevitable? 


One way out of this dile: 


One w mma is to locate explanations of insti- 
tutions in terms of their 


counteract the direct ini 
Chapter 5 of Book XI 
Legislators who favour the Vices of the Climate, and good 
Legislators who oppose The legislator’s task is 
oe to introduce into the fabric of determinism human 
ea the direct, immediate influence of the natural 


ents and sensibilities were directly 


He tried, m i 

à Bi » Moreover, to establish 4 
relation = of Probability, let us call it— between physical realities 
and certain social institutions, But sin 


id s ce he recognized the multi- 
plicity of causes and the legislator’s Possible influence, the tenor 
Ot determine social organiza- 
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tion but exerts an influence on it and helps orient it in a certain 
direction. 

Apart from these generalities, to digress for a moment, Mon- 
tesquieu had a number of curious and amusing observations. In 
yet another illustration, Chapter 13 of Book XIV, Montesquieu, 
still preoccupied with England, attempted to attribute the 
peculiarities of English life to the climate of the British Isles. 
And, as we see, he did not have an easy time of it: 

In a nation so distempered by the climate as to have a disrelish of 
everything, nay, even of life, it is plain that the government most 
suitable to the inhabitants is that in which they cannot lay their uneasi- 
ness to any single person’s charge, and in which, being under the 
direction rather of the laws than of the prince, it is impossible for them 
to change the government without subverting the laws themselves. 

This difficult sentence seems to mean that the climate of 
England drives the inhabitants to such despair that it has been 
Necessary to abolish government by a single person so that the 
natural bitterness of the inhabitants of the British Isles can be 
vented on the intangible laws rather than on the person of a single 
man, 

The analysis of the English climate continues in this vein for 
several paragraphs. Here is another sample: 

And if this nation has likewise derived from the climate a certain im- 
Patience of temper, which renders them incapable of bearing the same 
train of things for any long continuance, it is obvious that the govern- 
ment above mentioned is the fittest for them. 

Thus the impatience of the British people is in subtle har- 
mony with a government whose subjects, unable to ascribe their 
grievances to a single possessor of power, are in a sense paralysed 
in the expression of their impatience. 

In the books on climate, Montesquieu abounded in formulas 
Of this sort, which are ingenious, though hardly convincing. 

Now a few words about another of the determinants, namely, 
the number of inhabitants, or size of the population. We must 
turn to Book XXIII, in which Montesquieu examined in turn 
the problems raised, first by societies threatened with depopula- 
tion, next by societies which, on the contrary, are threatened 
with overpopulation. In this book, I call attention to only one 
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curious chapter which reveals some of Montesquieu’s key ideas. 
It is Chapter 15, in which he stated the problem of the relation of 
population to the arts. The word art is used in the sense of the 
activity peculiar to artisans. Thus, we are dealing with activities 
such as the production and modification of objects (artifacts), 
and not with the direct cultivation of the soil. In this chapter, 
Montesquieu raised what is for us the fundamental problem of 
population size, which is of course influenced by the means of 
production and the organization of labour, 

In a general sense, population size is dependent on the poten- 
tialities of agricultural production. There may be as many people 
in a given culture as the farmers can feed, However, if the land is 
cultivated more efficiently, the farmers are able to feed not only 
themselves, but others as well, But the farmers must be willing. 


Peasants to produce, 
Once again, this is soun: 


able to the maker and the buyer, 
the manufacture more simple, or, 


of workmen, would be pernicious, And if water-mi 
where established, I should not 


I find this passage extremely interes; 
signed to abridge art’, in a modern 
Montesquieu’s, are the machines which 
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required to produce manufactured objects. What Montesquieu 
was worried about is what we call technological unemployment, 
If, with the help of a machine, the same object can be produced 
in less working time, it will be necessary to dismiss a certain 
number of workers. Montesquieu was worried about this, just as 
men of every generation have worried about it for two hundred 
years, 

What is omitted from this line of argument? An idea that has 
come to be the basis of all modern economics, namely, the idea of 
productivity. If the same object is produced in Kss working time, 
the workers thus freed can be employed for other jobs, and thus 
the volume of products available to the whole group is ‘n-reased. 
Montesquieu clearly lacked an element of economic doctrine 
which was not unknown to his age (the Encyclopedists under- 
stood it): he did not understand the economic significance of 
scientific and technological progress. This lacuna is rather 
strange, for Montesquieu was very much interested in the arts 
and sciences, He wrote numerous essays on the sciences and on 
technological discoveries. But he did not grasp the mechanism 
whereby curtailment of the working time required for a given act 
of production makes it possible to employ more workers and 
to increase the over-all volume of production. 

This brings me to the third question, namely, to what degree 
did Montesquieu transcend analytical sociology, multiplicity of 
causes, partial determinants, and partial determinates? How did 
he succeed in reconstructing the whole? 

In so far as Montesquieu had a synthetic conception of society, 
I think it is found in Book XIX. I refer to Chapter 4 of this book, 
where we find the definition of the general spirit of a nation: 


Mankind is influenced by various causes: by climate, by religion, by 
laws, by maxims of government, by precedents, morals, and customs; 
whence is formed a general spirit of nations. 

In proportion as, in every country, any one of these causes acts with 
more force, the others in the same degree are weakened. Nature and 
climate rule almost alone over the savages ; customs govern the Chinese; 
the laws tyrannize in Japan; morals had formerly all their influence in 
Sparta; maxims of government, and the ancient simplicity of manners 
once prevailed at Rome. 
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The general spirit, then, is not a partial cause comparable to 
the others, but a product of that totality of physical, social, and 
moral causes, But it is a product which enables us to understand 
what constitutes the originality and unity of a given collectivity. 
There is a general spirit of France, a general spirit of England. 
We can proceed from the diversity of causes to the unity of the 
general spirit without the latter’s excluding the former. The 
general spirit is not a ruling, all-powerful cause which would do 
away with all the others, It is, rather, that quality which a given 
collectivity acquires over a period of time as a result of the 
variety of influences exerted on it. 

Montesquieu added another proposition, namely, that in the 
course of history a particular cause may gradually become 
predominant. Specifically, he formulated a theory which is still 
classic today: that in archaic societies the predominance of 
physical factors is more compelling thén in more complex or, as 
we say and as Montesquieu would have said, more civilized 
societies, Montesquieu would probably have agreed that in the 
case of ancient nations like France or England, the influence of 
such physical factors as climate or soil is weak in comparison 
with the influence of moral causes, 

In short, the theory of the general spirit leads from the sociol- 


ogy of politics to the sociology of the social entity. As a matter 


of fact, the general spirit of a nationis closely related to Montes- 
quieu’s ‘principle’ of 


government, The principle is the sentiment 
which sustains a political régime, and this sentiment is-in turn 
closely related to a nation’s way of life as expressed by its institu- 
tions. I am inclined to think that what Montesquieu called the 
general spirit of a nation is what the American anthropologists 
call the ‘culture’ of a nation, i.e, a certain style of life and human 
relations which is less a cause than a result — the result of the 
totality of physical and moral influences which have shaped the 
collectivity down through the ages. 
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BEFORE proceeding to the second division of Montesquieu’s 
thought, I should like to raise a couple of points relative to the 
matters discussed earlier. 

First of all, it must be borne in mind that my summaries of 
Montesquieu’s views on geography and population were delib- 
erately oversimplified, What is to be found in his book is much 
fuller, subtler, and more precise than the summary I provided. 
For example, I commented on Montesquieu’s seeming lack of 
understanding of the basic phenomenon of productivity, since he 
emphasized the unemployment which may result from the 
introduction of a new technological process. It would be unfair 
and ridiculous to reduce Montesquieu’s economic analyses to 
this single mistake. Actually, Montesquieu presented a picture 
of the factors which influence the growth of economies that is 
quite detailed and generally accurate, 

As an economist, Montesquieu was not particularly systematic. 
He belonged to neither the mercantilist nor the physiocrat 
school. But he may be regarded, as he has been recently, as a 
sociologist who anticipated the modern analysis of economic 
development, precisely because he took into consideration the 
multiple factors involved. He distinguished between systems of 
land ownership and traced the consequences of different systems 
of ownership on the number of workers and the productivity of 
the culture; he related the system of ownership and agricultural 
labour to population size. Next, he related population size to the 
diversity of social classes. He outlined a theory Which might be 
called the theory of luxury: the rich are necessary as a market for 
useless objects — objects which answer no compelling need of 
existence, He related domestic trade between the various social 
classes to trade outside the collectivity. He took up the subject of 
currency and traces its role in intra- and intercollectivity transac- 
tions, Finally, he inquired to what extent a given political régime 
is favourable or unfavourable to economic prosperity. 

We see, then, that Montesquieu’s is a more general, 


47 


less 


MONTESQUIEU 


schematic analysis than that of the economists, in the strict sense 
of the word. Montesquieu’s ambition, indeed, was to arrive at a 
general sociology which would encompass economic theory. In 
this type of analysis, there is a constant interplay of the various 
elements. The mode of land ownership influences the nature of 
agricultural labour, and the latter in turn influences the relations 
between social classes. The structure of the social classes has its 
effect on trade, both foreign and domestic, In other words, 
logically, the central idea is the endless interaction of the 
different sectors of the social entity. 

My second observation concerns the concept of a general 
spirit which is, as you know, the only synthetic idea to be found 
in Montesquieu’s general sociology — except, of course, for the 
idea of the dominant influence of the political régime outlined in 
the first pages of The Spirit of the Laws. The two synthetic ideas 
are related, because a régime endures only so long as the 
necessary sentiment exists in the people. The general spirit of a 
nation is that which best contributes to Sustaining this sentiment 
or principle which is indispensable to the continuation of the 
régime, 

The general spirit of a nation is not comparable to the creative 
will of an individual or a group. It does not resemble the 
existential choice of a Kant or a Sartre, a single decision which is 
the source of the variety of actions or episodes of individual or 
collective life. The general spirit of a nation is the way of living, 
behaving, thinking, and feeling of a particular collectivity, as 
geography and history have Produced it. 

The concept of a general spirit Permits the regrouping of all 
partial determinants without representing itself as an ultimate 
explanation wich would encompass all the others, 

Thus, in Chapter 5 of Book XVIII, Montesquieu writes: 


The inhabitants of islands have a higher relish for liberty than those 
of the continent. Islands are commonly of small extent 3 One part of the 
people cannot be so easily employed to oppress the other; the sea 
separates them from great empires; tyranny cannot so well support 
itself within a small compass; conquerors are stopped by the sea 3 and 
the islanders, being outside the reach of their arms, more easily preserve 
their own laws. 
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Some of these statements are debatable, but we are here con- 
cerned exclusively with Montesquieu’s method. And in this 
chapter we see how a certain geographical situation favours one 
type of political institution without determining it. 

A second illustrative text is much too long to quote. It is 
Chapter 27 of Book XIX, entitled, ‘How the Laws contribute to 
form the Manners, Customs, and Character of a Nation’. The 
subject, of course, is England. This chapter completes Chapter 6 
of Book XI, devoted to the analysis of the English constitution. 
I suggest reading these two chapters together, for they reveal 
not only how the theory of political sentiment or principle con- 
nects with the theory of the general spirit of a nation,, but how 
the multiple, partial determinants may be regrouped into this 
over-all interpretation without negating the plurality of the 
partial explanations. 

I should like to turn now to the last part of this rapid survey of 
Montesquieu and take up another problem, also a classic one in 
sociological literature, namely, the relation between facts and 
values and between particulars and universals. These two 
polarities are not identical, but they do intersect, as we shall see, 
and they represent two problems fundamental to any historical 
sociology. 

The first problem could be stated this way: Is the sociologist 
doomed to observe the diversity of institutions without making 
value judgements on their merits? Must he analyse slavery, as 
well as liberal institutions, without being able to set up a means of 
discriminating among the moral or human merits of these insti- 
tutions? 

The second problem is: To the degree that he perceives a 
diversity of institutions, is the sociologist obliged to analyse this 
diversity without incorporating it into a system, or can he find 
common elements beyond the diversity? 

These two polarities, without being identical, may yet coincide 
if the criteria which determine our value judgements are at the 
same time criteria of universal validity. 

I think we can best approach these problems by going back to 
the central idea of The Spirit of the Laws, which up to now I have 
deliberately avoided. After all, the title of Montesquieu’s great 
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book is The Spirit of the Laws, and it is in the analysis of the idea 
or ideas of law that we find the answer to the problems I have 
just stated. 

To modern minds, influenced by the philosophy of Kant and 
by logic as it is taught in our universities, the word law has two 
meanings. Law is, first of all, a command of the legislator, an 
order issued by a qualified authority, which compels us to do 
this or not to do that. Let us call this first meaning the law-as- 
command and go on to say that this positive law, the law of the 
legislator, differs from manners and customs in that it is explicitly 
formulated, while the obligations or prohibitions of custom are 
not elaborated or codified, nor do they generally carry the same 
type of official sanction, 

Secondly, law can be taken to mean a causal relation between a 
determinant and an effect. For example, if we assert that slavery 
is a necessary consequence of a certain climate, we have a causal 
law which establishes a permanent relationship between a 
geographical milieu of a fixed type and a particular social institu- 
tion, 

Montesquieu claimed that he was not discussing laws, but the 


spirit of laws. Here is the Passage, from the end of Chapter 3 of 
Book I: 


They should be in relation to the climate of each country, to the 
quality of its soil, to its situation and extent, to the principal occupa- 
tion of the natives, whether husbandmen, huntsmen, or shepherds: 
they should have relation to the degree of liberty which the constitu- 
tion will bear; to the religion of the inhabitants, to their inclinations, 
riches, numbers, commerce, manners, and customs. In fine, they have 
relations to each other, as also to their origin, to the intent of the 


legislator, and to the order of things on which they are established; in 
all of which different lights they ought to be considered. 


This is what I have undertaken to perform in the following work. 
These relations I shall examine, since all these together constitute 
what I call the Spirit of Laws. 


Thus Montesquieu was seeking the causal laws which account 
for laws-as-commands. According to this Passage, the spirit of 
the laws is precisely the totality of the relations of the laws-as- 
commands of various human societies with the factors capable of 
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influencing or determining them. So apparently, in this sense, 
the spirit of the laws refers to the totality of causal relations ac- 
counting for the laws-as-commuids. Since we and Montesquieu 
both use the word Jaw in these two senses, there is a considerable 
likelihood of misunderstanding. 

If Montesquieu’s thought could merely be reduced to the 
above formulas, interpretation would be easy, for the laws-as- 
commands would be our object of study, and the causal relations’ 
would explain the laws-as-commands. If this interpretation were 
correct, Montesquieu would obediently conform to the portrait 
painted by Auguste Comte and certain modern interpreters. 
He would be the expounder of a deterministic philosophy of law, 
which would observe the diversity of legislation and explain it in 
terms of the multiplicity of influences at work on human groups. 

There are, in fact, passages in Montesquieu which tend in this 
direction. For example, in the Preface, Montesquieu writes: 

I write not to censure anything established in any country whatso- 
ever. Every nation will here find the reasons on which its maxims are 
founded; and this will be the natural inference, that to propose altera- 
tions belongs only to those who are so happy as to be born with a 
genius capable of penetrating the entire constitution of a state. 


And, still more impressively: 

Could I succeed so as to afford new reasons to every man to love his 
prince, his country, his laws; new reasons to render him more sensible 
in every nation and government of the blessings he enjoys, I should 
think myself the most happy of mortals. 

These passages from the Preface to The Spirit of the Laws can 
be accounted for by consideration of expedience. But it is cer- 
tainly true that Montesquieu could have been just as strictly con- 
servative as his philosophy was strictly determinist. If we assume 
that a collectivity’s institutions are inevitably determined by a 
body of circumstances, it is easy to shift gradually to the con- 
clusion that the institutions are the best ones possible, It would 
remain to be seen whether we must add: in the best or the worst 
of all possible worlds. 

Even the many passages in 
legislators do not contradict 


Montesquieu containing advice to 
the determinist philosophy I have 
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just outlined. If you have demonstrated that legislation is a see 
of the spirit of a nation, it is logical to conclude that you shoul 

adapt your laws-as-commands to the spirit of the nation, There 
is a famous chapter on the spirit of the French nation (XIX, 5) 
which concludes with the advice: ‘Allow it to do the most 
frivolous things seriously, and gaily those things most serious.’ 

Moreover, once you have reduced a régime to its nature and 
principle, it is easy to show what laws are suitable to the régime. 

For example, if a republic is based on human equality, the 
logical conclusion is that the laws governing education or econo- 
mics must promote the sense of equality or prevent the accumu- 
lation of large fortunes. 

Determinist philosophy is not incompatible with the giving of 
advice; but the advice must take the form of conditional or 
hypothetical imperatives. The legislator assumes a given set of 
circumstances and works out the regulations necessary to uphold 
the form of government suited to those circumstances or to pro- 
mote the kind of Prosperity a nation can Possess in those circum- 
stances, This kind of advice is on the order of what Lévy-Bruhl 
would have called ‘rational art? 3 it is derived from science 3 it 

unfolds the pragmatic consequences of a scientific sociology, 

But there are many other passages in The Spirit of the Laws in 
which Montesquieu offered, not pragmatic advice to the legisla- 
tor, but moral condemnations of certain institutions, The most 
celebrated passages, familiar to everyone, are those on slavery in 

Chapter 13 of Book XXV, where 
his indignation against 
rganization; the chapter is 
trance to the Inquisitors of 


Spain and Portugal’ and is an eloquent protest against the 


Inquisition. 

It would be easy to explain this awa 
quieu was a man, and not merely a Sociologist. As a sociologist, 
he justified slavery. When he was revolted by it, it was the man 
speaking. After all, as we have already noted, in Chapter 8 of 
Book XV Montesquieu writes: ‘I know not whether this article 
be dictated by my understanding or by my heart, Possibly there 
is not that climate upon earth where the most laborious services 
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might not with proper encouragement be performed by free 
men. Bad laws having made lazy men, etc.’ When he condemned 
or defended, it is because he forgot he was writing a book on 
sociology. 

But this explanation — i.e. dismissing moral judgements as the 
voice of Montesquieu the man rather than of Montesquieu the 
scientist — contradicts some of the most fundamental passages — 
those found in the first book of The Spirit of the Laws — where 
Montesquieu was constructing a theory of the various kinds of 
laws. 

In the first chapter of Book I, Montesquieu stated explicitly 
that there are relations of justice and injustice anterior to positive 
laws: ‘We must therefore acknowledge relations of justice ante- 
cedent to the positive law by which they are established.’ And 
there is this other, more famous remark: ‘To say that there is 
nothing just or unjust but what is commanded or forbidden by 
positive laws, is the same as saying that before the describing of a 
circle all the radii were not equal.’ 

In other words, if we are to take the above statement seriously, 
Montesquieu believed in relations of equity, in principles of 
justice, which are universally valid and are antecedent to positive 
law. What are these relations of equity? Here is the brief passage 
in which Montesquieu explained them: 

These relations of justice antecedent to the positive law are, for 
instance, if human societies existed, it would be right to conform to 
their laws; if there were intelligent beings that had received a benefit 
of another being, they ought to show their gratitude; if one intelligent 
being had created another intelligent being, the latter ought to con- 
tinue in its original state of dependence; if one intelligent being injures 
another, it deserves a retaliation, and so on. 


This enumeration of the relations of justice antecedent to posi- 
tive law does not seem to be a systematic one. But if you read this 
passage attentively, you will see that in the last analysis every- 
thing can be reduced to two concepts: human equality and 
reciprocity. These antecedent laws of reason, these supreme laws, 
are based on the natural equality of men and on the obligations of 
reciprocity which proceed from this fundamental equality. 

These antecedent laws are obviously not causal laws; they 
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must, then, be laws-as-commands, But they are laws-as-com- 
mands that do not originate in the will of the individual legisla- 
tors; rather, according to Montesquieu, they are consubstantial 
with nature or with human reason. 

There must, then, be a third kind of law. Beyond the positive 
laws decreed by various societies, beyond the causal laws which 
establish relations among these positive laws and the influences 
operating on them, there must be laws-as-commands which are 
universally valid, whose legislator is unknown unless it be God 
himself, as Montesquieu seems to imply, although we cannot be 
sure that this is what he really means, 

We have now reached the central problem in the interpretation 
of Montesquieu. There are those who Say, in effect, that these 
natural laws, these laws of universally valid reason, have no place 
in Montesquieu’s own thought. Montesquieu must have held on 


nature. The logic of his thought consists of only three elements: 
the observation of the diversity of positive laws, the analysis of 
this diversity in terms of multiple causes, and finally the prac- 


tical advice offered to the legislator as a result of the scientific 
exposition of the laws, 


In this sense, 


reason or human nature. The first chapter of Book I of The Spirit 
of the Laws would be of no importance, or rather it would be a 
survival in Montesquieu’s doctrine of a traditional way of 
thinking. £ 
Personally, I do not think this interpretation does Montesquieu 
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justice. Moreover, I am not convinced that anyone has ever 
carried this wholly determinist philosophy of laws to its conclu- 
sion. For if we did, we could say nothing that would be univer- 
sally valid in weighing the merits of a republic and a despotism, 
Such a radical relativism, though imaginable, seems in fact to be 
beyond human achievement. 

What, then, is the philosophy towards which Montesquieu is 
moving in a more or less disorganized manner? The solution 
Montesquieu offered is as follows. In the first chapter of Book I, 
he suggested a sort of hierarchy of beings, from inorganic nature 
to man. Each kind of being is subject to laws. In the case of 
matter, these laws are purely and simply causal laws; they are — 
inevitable laws which cannot be violated. When we come to 
living matter, the laws are also causal laws, but they are of a more 
complex nature. Finally, when we arrive at man, these laws — 
since, as Montesquieu said, they apply to an intelligent being — 
can be violated, because with intelligence comes freedom, The 
laws relative to human behaviour are no longer in the category of 
inescapable causality. 

Whence a formula which has always seemed paradoxical and 
which Léon Brunschvicg, in particular, in Le Progrés de la 
Conscience dans la Philosophie Occidentale, quotes disapprov- 
ingly: 

Indeed, the rational world must be governed just as well as the 
material world, for although the former also has laws which are by 
definition unchanging, it does not follow them faithfully as the 
material world follows its laws. The reason for this is that individual 
intelligent beings are limited by their nature, and consequently subject 
to error. And yet it is because of their nature that they act independ- 
ently. 

This passage seems to posit an inferiority of the intelligent 
world in relation to the material world, because the laws of the 
intelligent world — the rational laws governing intelligent beings — 
can be violated. But, as a matter of fact, there is no need to con- 
sider the possible violation of the rational laws as a proof of the 
inferiority of the intelligent world; quite the contrary, it may be 
considered the expression and the proof of human liberty. 

*¥ 
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After this metaphysic of beings comes a second chapter in The 
Spirit of the Laws entitled ‘Of the Laws of Nature > in which 
Montesquieu defined natural man — that is, his conception of 
man-as-man, antecedent to society, as it were. The phrase 
‘antecedent to society’ does not mean that Montesquieu 
believed that there were ever men who did not live in society, 
but that with the aid of reason we can try to conceive of what 
man is apart from his collective existence. 

In this chapter, Montesquieu tried to refute Hobbes’s theory 
of nature, a refutation which in my opinion provides us with a 
means of access to an understanding of the fundamental themes 
of his thought. 

Actually, Montesquieu was trying to prove that man is not 
naturally warlike. The state of nature is not a state of universal 
warfare but, rather, if not a true peace, at least a state alien to the 
distinction between war and peace. Why was Montesquieu 
anxious to refute Hobbes? For the following reason: since in 
Hobbes’s view of the state of nature, man abandoned to his 
desires finds himself immediately at variance with his fellow 
creatures, Hobbes found himself logically compelled to justify 
that political absolutism which alone is capable of imposing 
peace and affording security to a quarrelsome species. Montes- 
quieu, on the other hand, did not find the origin of war in the 
state of nature, with the logical consequence that war, like 
inequality, is seen to be a result of society. In Montesquieu’s 
thinking, war is less a human than a social phenomenon, From 
this it follows that if war and inequality are linked to the essence 
of society and not to the essence of man, the aim of politics wili 
be, not to eliminate war and inequality, which are inseparable 
from collective life, but to mitigate or moderate them, 

It is interesting to reflect on these two intellectual positions. 
Hobbes, who posited war as primeval and inherent in human 
nature, ended by authorizing the absolute Power which alone is 
capable of keeping the peace. Montesquieu, on the other hand, 
considering war and inequality to be social phenomena, naturally 
had no incentive to do away with them altogether. By Tecogniz- 
ing the social character of war, one relinquishes, as it were, the 
utopia of absolute peace. If war is a human phenomenon, we can 
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dream of absolute peace. If war is a social phenomenon, we sim- 
ply arrive at the ideal of moderation. 

It would also be interesting to compare Moniesquieu’s posi- 
tion with that of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. We would find an 
opposition similar to the one between Montesquieu and Hobbes. 
Rousseau referred to a state of nature, conceived by human 
reason, which serves as a kind of criterion for society. By employ- 
ing this criterion of what should be, he arrived at a conception of 
the absolute sovereignty of the people. Montesquieu, for whom 
the state of nature does not serve as a criterion, confined himself 
to stating that inequalities spring from society. He did not con- 
clude from this that we must return to a natural equality, but 
simply that we must moderate as best we can the inequalities 
which derive from society itself. 

Montesquieu’s conception of the state of nature is not only 
indicative of the whole of his political philosophy; it is also the 
source of the two books he devoted to the laws of nations, i.e. 
Books IX and X. These two books are, in fact, oriented by asser- 
tions made at the beginning of the work, namely, those to be 
found in Chapter 3 of Book I: 

The law of nations is naturally founded on this principle, that 
different nations ought in time of peace to do one another all the good 
they can, and in time of war as little injury as possible, without pre- 
judicing their real interests. 

The object of war is victory; that of victory is conquest; and that of 
conquest preservation. From this and the preceding principle all those 
rules are derived which constitute the law of nations. 


This passage is important because it shows that The Spirit of 
the Laws contains not only the causal scientific explanation of 
Positive laws but also the analysis of the laws governing relations 
between collectivities in terms of the objective Montesquieu 
attributed to the law of nations. In other words, the goal towards 
which collectivities ought to tend may be determined by 
rational analysis. 

Montesquieu’s philosophy is neither the oversimplified deter- 
minism attributed to him by Auguste Comte, for example, nor a 
traditional philosophy of natural law. It is an original attempt to 
combine the two. 
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This accounts for the various interpretations that have been 
offered of his thought. I shall review several, taken from well- 
known authors. 

The first of these is that of the German historian Friedrich 
Meinecke, who devoted a chapter of his classic work Die 
Entstehung des Historismus, to Montesquieu. Meinecke felt that 
Montesquieu’s doctrine fluctuated between the rational univer- 
salism typical of so much eighteenth-century thought and the 
historical sense of particulars which was to flourish in the 
historical schools of the nineteenth century. 

It is perfectly true that there are to be found in Montesquieu 
statements inspired by the Philosophy of a rational and universal 
order alongside statements which emphasize the diversity of 
historical collectivities. But it is not so certain that Montes- 
quieu’s thought must be regarded as a clumsy compromise be- 
tween these two inspirations, as a Stage in the gradual discovery 
of pure ‘historicity’. It can also be seen as a legitimate, if im- 
perfect, attempt to combine two ways of thinking, neither of 
which can be entirely eliminated from the exercised human 
reason. 

The second interpretation I have in mind is that of M. Al- 
thusser (La Politique et PHistoire), who is a Marxist. Here the 
contradiction in Montesquieu is supposed to be simpler and more 
blatant, namely, between his original genius and his reactionary 
opinions, This interpretation has an element of truth in it, In the 
ideological conflicts of the eighteenth century, Montesquieu 
belonged to a group which, in Certain respects, may be called 
reactionary. He advocated the return to, or restoration of, 
institutions which had existed in a more or less legendary past 
and which had disappeared. In the course of the eighteenth cen- 
tury, especially during the first half, the great controversy 
among French political writers focused on the theory of mon- 
archy. What was ideologically at issue, so to speak, was the posi- 
tion of the aristocracy, the nobility, in the monarchy. There 
were, broadly, two opposing schools. The Romanist school 
traced the absolute power of the French monarch to the sover- 
eign empire of Rome, to which the king of France was held to 
be the heir. According to this view, the French king’s claim to 
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absolute power was justified by history. The second interpreta- 
tion was the so-called Germanic one, which traced the privileged 
position of the French nobility to the conquest of the Gauls by 
the Franks and justified these privileges by historical ascription. 
(This controversy also resulted in doctrines which were devel- 
oped in the following century and culminated in notions which 
were, probably speaking, racist; for example, the doctrine that 
the nobility was Germanic and the people Gallo-Roman.) The 
right of conquest is today regarded as a poor justification for the 
continuation of a régime of inequality; but in the eighteenth 
century, it often passed for a legitimate basis of the social 
hierarchy. 

We need only to refer to the last three books of The Spirit of 
the Laws to discover that, in the controversy between these two 
schools, Montesquieu was on the side of the Germanic school — 
if always with modifications, reservations, and more subtlety 
than was commonly found among the intransigent theorists of 
the rights of the nobility. At the end of Chapter 6 of Book XI, 
the famous chapter on the English constitution, there occurs the 
statement that English liberty, based on the balance of power, 
was born ‘in the woods’, i.e. in the forests of Germany. Mon- 
tesquieu unquestionably was concerned with preserving the 
privileges of the nobility as an intermediary body of the realm. 

Montesquieu, it must be remembered, was in no sense a 
doctrinaire of equality, still less a doctrinaire of popular sover- 
eignty. Since he related social inequality to the essence of the 
social order, he accommodated himself very easily to inequality. 
And if one believes with M. Althusser that popular sovereignty 
and equality are the political concepts which have prevailed 
through the revolutions of the nineteenth and twentieth cen- 
turies, through the French Revolution and the Russian Revolu- 
tion — if one believes that history is moving in the direction of 
popular sovereignty and equality, then one is justified in calling 
Montesquieu a doctrinaire of the ancien régime and in saying 
that as such he was truly reactionary. 

However, it seems to me that the question is a more compli- 
cated one, However history may judge the specific institutions to 
which he referred, his ultimate opinion was that the social order 
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is essenually heterogeneous and that the condition of liberty is 
the balancing of social powers and the power of government by 
the nobility — the sense in which nobility embraces the best 
citizens of an equalitarian democracy, or even the militants of the 
Communist party in a régime of the Soviet type, as well as the 
nobility in a monarchy. 

In other words, the essence of Montesquieu’s political philo- 
sophy is liberalism: the goal of the political order is to insure the 
moderation of power by the balance of Powers, by the equili- 
brium of people, nobility, and king in the French or the English 
monarchy, or the equilibrium of the people and privileged, 
plebs and patriciate, in the Roman republic. These are different 
examples of the same fundamental Conception of a heterogene- 
ous and hierarchical society in which the moderation of political 
power requires the balance of powers, 

If this was the ultimate opinion of Montesquieu, it is by no 
means proved that he was a reactionary. Undoubtedly he was a 
reactionary in terms of the French controversies of the eighteenth 
century. He neither foresaw nor desired the French Revolution, 
Perhaps he involuntarily Prepared the way for it, for one never 
knows, either beforehand or after the fact, who prepared what in 


have had the choice, like the liberals of his kind, between emi- 
gration, the guillotine, or internal emigration on the fringes of the 
tumultuous vicissitudes of the Revolution. 
nary, Montesquieu remains 
perhaps the representative of a style of thinking which is by no 
means outmoded or anachronistic, Whatever the structure of a 
society at a given period, it is always possible to think in the 
manner of Montesquieu, that is, to analyse the peculiar form of 
heterogeneity of a certain society and to seek, by the balance of 
powers, the guarantee of moderation and liberty. 

The third interpretation I would refer to can be found in the 
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short chapter on Montesquieu in Léon Brunschvicg’s Le Progrés 
de la Conscience dans la Philosophie Occidentale, which asserts 
that Montesquieu’s thought is fundamentally uneven and con- 
tradictory. 

Brunschvicg writes that, in a sense, Montesquieu has given us 
the masterpiece of pure sociology (by which he means analytical 
sociology). But Brunschvicg is inclined to think that, aside from 
this pure sociology, there is no system in Montesquieu. He quotes 
the lines which I have discussed, ‘Indeed, the rational world 
Must be governed just as well as the material world,’ and 
emphasizes the paradox inherent in the rational world’s possibility 
of violating the laws to which it is subject. Brunschvicg also 
shows Montesquieu’s fluctuation between Cartesian concepts (for 
example, that before one has drawn the circle, all the radii are 
already equal, just as justice and injustice exist before the posi- 
tive laws), and the kind of quasi-empirical classification of types 
of government which derives from the Aristotelian tradition. 
Finally, he sees neither unity nor coherence in Montesquieu’s 
thought and merely concludes that readers have none the less 
found in The Spirit of the Laws an implicit philosophy of pro- 
gress, inspired by liberal values. 

Personally, I feel that this judgement is harsh. It is true that 
there is no system in Montesquieu. But perhaps it is consistent 
with the spirit of a historical sociology that it has no system, I 
believe that an attentive reader will find that Montesquieu’s 
thought, though exceedingly difficult to disentangle, is far from 
being as contradictory as it is often asserted to be. 

Before I leave Montesquieu, I should like to answer two 
questions: Why is Montesquieu regarded not as a sociologist, 
but as a precursor of sociology? What is the justification for the 
fact that he is not placed among the founding fathers? 

The first reason, the simplest one, which is easily guessed, is 
that the word sociology did not exist in Montesquieu’s time and 
that this dreadful word, which has gradually become part of our 
culture, was invented by Auguste Comte. 

The second, and far more profound, reason is that Montes- 
quieu was not interested in modern society. Those we regard as 
the founders of sociology - Auguste Comte, say, or Marx — are 
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interested in studying those qualities typical of modern society, 
i.e, typical of society conceived as basically industrial or capi- 
talistic. Not only was Montesquieu not concerned with modern 
society, but the categories he used were to a large extent the 
categories of classical political philosophy. There is in The Spirit 
of the Laws neither the primacy of economics nor the primacy 
of society in relation to the state, 

In one sense, Montesquieu was the last of the classical philo- 
sophers. He was still a classical Philosopher to the extent that he 
believed a society is essentially defined by its political régime and 
that his theory culminated in a Conception of liberty, But in 
another sense, one can indeed say he was the first of the sociolo- 
gists, for he reinterpreted classical political thought in terms of a 
total conception of society and he sought to explain all aspectSof 
collectivities in a sociological mode, 

Let us add that, in comparison with those who are today re- 
garded as sociologists, Montesquieu is devoid of the ideology 
which constitutes alm 
sociologists: the belief in Progress, But that Montesquieu did not 
believe in progress in the sense in which Auguste Comte believed 
in it i g; since for him the essence of societies 

was their political régime, he logically tended not to see a uni- 
lateral movement towards the good in the course of history. 
As Montesquieu — and many others before him — knew, political 
change consists of alternate advances and setbacks, Montesquieu 
assigned the central Position in his analysis to politics, so he had 
to disregard the idea of Progress, which naturally appears as 
soon as one considers economics or science. The economic 
philosophy of progress is to be found in Marx; the philosophy of 
human progress through science is to be found in Auguste 
Comte. 
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Auguste Comte 


As we have seen, Montesquieu the sociologist was first and fore- 
most intensely aware of human and social diversity, For him, 
the problem was to create order in an apparent chaos. He suc- 
ceeded in doing so by observing types of government or society, 
by listing the determinants which influence all collectivities, and 
perhaps, in the last analysis, by evolving several rational prin- 
ciples of universal validity, though these may be violated in some 
cases. Montesquieu started from diversity and arrived, not 
without difficulty, at human unity. 

Auguste Comte may be considered as, first and foremost, the 
sociologist of human and social unity. Human history is a single 
entity in his eyes, and he extended this conception of unity to the 
point where his difficulty would ultimately be the opposite of 
Montesquieu’s. He would have trouble rediscovering and 
accounting for diversity, because there is, according to his 
philosophy, only one type of society which is absolutely valid and 
all mankind must arrive at this exemplary type. 

This being the case, it seems to me that the stages in Comte’s 
Philosophical evolution may be considered as representing the 
three ways in which the thesis of human unity is stated, 
developed, and justified. These three stages are marked by 
Comte’s three major works. The first stage, from 1820 to 1826, is 
that of the Opuscules, the sommaire appréciation de l’ensemble du 
passé moderne and the plan des travaux nécessaires pour réorganiser 
la société; then the Considérations sur le Pouvoir Spirituel and the 
Considérations sur la Science et les Savants. The second stage 
consists of the lectures of the Cours de Philosophie Positive and the 


third stage, of the Systéme de Politique Positive. 
In the first stage, in the Opuscules which Auguste Comte 
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republished at the end of Volume IV of the Systéme de Politique 
Positive, he considered the society of his day. As I have re- 
marked, sociologists generally choose as their point of departure 
an analysis of the historical period to which they belong. In 
this respect, Auguste Comte is typical; the Opuscules are a des- 
cription and analysis of a moment in the history of European 
society. 

According to Comte, a certain type of society is dying, another 
being born before his eyes. The dying type is characterized by 
two adjectives: theological and military. Medieval society was 
united by transcendent faith as expounded by the Catholic 
Church. Theological thinking is contemporaneous with the 
predominance of military activity, a predominance which is 
expressed by the fact that the highest rank is granted to warriors. 
The type being born is scientific and industrial. This society is 
scientific in the sense in which the moribund society was theo- 
logical: the thinking typical of the modern age is that of scientists, 
just as the thinking typical of the Past was that of theologians or 
priests. Scientists are replacing priests or theologians as the social 
category providing the intellectual and moral foundation of the 
social order, The scientists are inheriting the spiritual power of 
the priests. Spiritual Power, according to Auguste Comte in his 
early Opuscules, is necessarily embodied in each age by those who 
provide the model for the predominant way of thinking and the 
ideas which serve as the basis of the social order, 
as the scientists are replacing the priests, the industrialists, in the 
broad sense of the word (i.e, in the all-inclusive sense of business- 
men and managers and financiers), are replacing the warriors. 
Indeed, from the moment men think scientifically, the chief 
activity of collectivities ceases to be the war of man against man 
and becomes the struggle of man against nature, the systematic 
exploitation of natural resources, 

The conclusion Comte drew from the analysis of the society 
in which he lived is that the basic condition of social reform 
is intellectual reform. It is not by the accidents of a revolution 
nor by violence that a society in crisis will be reorganized, but 
through a synthesis of the sciences and by the creation of positive 
politics, 


Moreover, just 
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Like many of his contemporaries, Comte believed that 
modern society was in crisis; as a result one social order was 
disappearing and another social order was being born. 

The result of this analysis of the contemporary crisis in terms 
of the opposition between the theological-military social type 
and the scientific-industrial social type is that Comte the re- 
former was not a theorist of revolution à la Marx nor a theorist of 
liberalism à Ja Montesquieu or Tocqueville; he was a theorist of 
positive science, and especially of the social science he calls 
sociology. 

In other words, from the interpretation of contemporary 
society follows the general orientation of thought. Montesquieu, 
as we have seen, was first of all the observer of the crisis of the 
French monarchy; a crisis which was one of the origins of his 
over-all conception. Comte was the observer of the contradiction 
between two social types — a contradiction which can be resolved 
only by the triumph of that social type which he calls scientific 
and industrial. This victory is inevitable, but it can be retarded 
or accelerated. The function of sociology, according to Comte, 
is to understand the necessary, indispensable, and inevitable 
course of history in such a way as to promote the realization of 
the new order. 

In his second stage, i.e. in the Cours de Philosophie Positive, the 
ruling ideas have not changed, but the perspective is broadened. 
For in the Opuscules Comte was primarily an observer of contem- 
porary societies and their history, i.e. the history of Europe, and 
it would be easy for a non-European to demonstrate that in his 
first Opuscules Auguste Comte naively regarded the history of 
Europe as synonymous with the history of the human race; or, 
to employ another formulation, he presupposed the exemplary 
character of European history. In his second stage, that is, in the 
Cours de Philosophie Positive, Comte gave more universal scope 
and deeper meaning to the idea of progress. In particular, he 
developed and corroborated the two basic themes which he had 
already expounded in the Opuscules: the law of the three stages of 
human evolution and the classification of the sciences. 

The law of the three stages consists in the assertion that the 
human mind passes through three phases. In the first, the mind 
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explains phenomena by ascribing them to beings or forces com- 
parable to man himself. In the second Phase, that of meta- 
physics, the mind explains phenomena by invoking abstract 
entities like ‘nature’. Finally, in the third phase, man is content 
to observe phenomena and to establish the regular links existing 
among them, whether at a given moment or in the course of time. 
He abandons the search for the final principle behind the facts 
and confines himself to establishing the laws that govern them. 

But the transition from the theological age to the metaphysical 
age and thence to the positive age does not occur simultaneously 

for the various intellectual disciplines, In Comte’s thinking, the 
law of the three stages has no precise meaning unless it is com- 
bined with the classification of the sciences. For it is the order in 
which the various sciences are ranked that reveals the order in 
which the intelligence becomes ‘positive’. The positive method 
was adopted sooner in mathematics, in physics, and in chemistry 
than in biology. There are reasons why positivism is slower to 
appear in disciplines relating to the most complex matters, The 
simpler the object of study, the easier it is to think positively. 
There are even certain phenomena in which observation follows 
automatically, and in these cases the intelligence has been positi- 
vist from the beginning, 

The combination of the law of the three stages and the classi- 
fication of the sciences eventually leads to Auguste Comte’s basic 
formula: the method which has triumphed in mathematics, 
astronomy, physics, chemistry, and biology must eventually pre- 
vail in politics and culminate in the founding of a positive science 
of society, which is called sociology, 

The point of this review by Comte of the various scientific dis- 
ciplines was not just to demonstrate ‘the need for creating 
sociology. It had a more specific aim: beginning with a certain 
science — namely, biology — there occurs a decisive reversal in 
methodology — a reversal which is to Provide a foundation for the 
sociological concept of historical unity. Beginning with biology, 


the sciences are no longer analytic but necessarily and essentially 
synthetic, 


These two terms, analytic and synthetic, 
in Comte’s terminology, as is evident from 
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tion. For Comte, the sciences of inorganic nature, physics and 
chemistry, are analytic in the sense that they establish laws 
among isolated phenomena. The separation of the phenomena 
or of relations is necessary and justifiable. On the other hand, in 
biology it is impossible to explain an organ or a function apart 
from the living creature as a whole. It is within and in relation to 
the whole organism that a particular biological fact assumes its 
meaning and finds its explanation. If we were arbitrarily and 
artificially to cut off a part of a living creature, we would have 
before us nothing but dead matter. One could say further that the 
living matter considered as such is an entity, a totality. : 

If we transpose the idea of the primacy of entity over element 
into sociology, we find that it is impossible to understand the 
state of a particular social phenomenon unless we restore it to its 
social context. We do not understand the state of religion, or the 
exact form assumed by the state in a particular society, unless we 
consider that society as a whole. 

But this priority of entity over element does not apply merely 
to one moment arbitrarily cut off from the course of history. One 
understands the state of French society at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century only if one places this historical moment in 
the continuity of French history. One understands the Restora- 
tion only in terms of the Revolution, and the Revolution only in 
terms of the centuries of monarchical government. One under- 
stands the decline of the theological and military spirit only if 
one traces its origins in past centuries. 

The priority of entity over element has, then, a second 
meaning, namely, that just as one element of social entity is 
understood only in terms of this very entity, so one moment in 
the historical evolution of this entity is meaningful only in terms 
of historical evolution as a whole. 

But if one follows this line of thought, one encounters a very 
obvious difficulty: to understand one moment in the evolution of 
the French nation, one must refer to the entire history of the 
human race, The logical consequence of this principle of the 
priority of entity over element is the assertion that the object of 
sociology is the history of the human race. Auguste Comte was a 
man of logic, trained at the Ecole Polytechnique; and since he 
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had posited the priority of synthesis over analysis, he was 
obliged to conclude that the subject matter of the social science 
he wanted to establish — sociology — was the history of the human 
race regarded as a whole, 

Here we see the inferiority or superiority (inferiority, in my 
opinion) of Comte as compared with Montesquieu, While Mon- 
tesquieu began with the fact, which is diversity, Comte, with that 
intemperance in logic which is typical of great men and of some 
who are not so great, began with the unity of the human race and 
assigns sociology as its object of study nothing less than the his- 
tory of that race, 

Let me add that Auguste Comte, viewing sociology as a science 
in the manner of earlier sciences, did not hesitate to repeat the 
formula he had already used in the Opuscules, i.e. that just as 
there is no free will in mathematics or astronomy, there can be 
none in sociology. But, since Scientists impose their verdict on 
the uneducated in Mathematics and astronomy, they must 
logically impose their verdict in the same manner in sociology 
and politics. The obvious implication is that sociology can 
simultaneously determine what is, what will be, and what should 
be. But at the same time, what will and should be is justified as 
conforming to what the Philosophers of the Past would have 
called human nature or human destiny, or what Comte called 
simply the realization of the human and social order, 

This brings us to the third stage in Comte’s thought, in which 
this unity of human history is justified by a theory of both 
human nature and the nature of society. 


The Système de Politique Positive is subsequent to Comte’s 


attachment to Clotilde de Vaux, and his style and vocabulary had 


corresponds to a tendency in Comte’s thinking already notice- 
able in his first, and especially 


believe, one can explain Comt 


recognizable 
and definable nature at all times and in all places, Further, every 
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society must admit of an essential order, whatever the diversity 
of social organizations. Lastly, this human nature and this social 
nature must be such that the major characteristics of historical 
evolution may be deduced from them. Now, in my opinion, the 
gist of the Systéme de Politique Positive can be explained by these 
three ideas, 

Auguste Comte’s theory of human nature comes under what 
he calls the tableau cérébral. Comte had certain ideas regarding the 
areas of the brain. But, setting aside certain peculiarities, this 
tableau cérébral is equivalent to an enumeration of the different 
activities characteristic of man. The basic social order recogniz- 
able in the diversity of institutions is described and analysed in 
Volume II, the subject of which is ‘La Statique Social’ (social 
statics), Finally, the tableau cérébral and social statics form the 
basis for Volume III of the Systéme de Politique Positive, which 
is devoted to dynamics. History as a whole tends towards the 
realization of the essential order of each society, analysed in 
Volume II, and towards the achievement of what is best in human 
nature, described in the tableau cérébral of Volume i; 7 

To summarize: The point of departure of Comte’s thought isa 
contemplation of the internal contradiction of the society of his 
age, the contradiction between the theological and military type 
and the scientific and industrial type. He began with the analysis 
of a certain moment in history. Since this moment in history is 
characterized by the spread of scientific thinking and of indus- 
trial activity, Comte believed that the only way to put an end to 
the crisis is to create that system of scientific ideas which will 
govern the new social order, just as the system of theological 
ideas governed the social order of the past. s pati 

He then proceeded to the Cours de Philosophie Positive, in 


which he analysed the whole of man’s scientific achievement in 
order to determine the methods which have been applied in the 
that can serve in the 


various disciplines and the essential results A 
creation of the science which is still lacking, namely, sociology. 
But this sociology Comte wanted to create 1S not the prudent, 
modest, analytic sociology of Montesquieu, who endeavoured to 
multiply the explanations for the innumerable institutions in all 
their diversity. Comte’s science was meant to resolve the crisis of 
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the modern world, to provide a system of scientific ideas which 
will preside over the reorganization of society. p > s 
For a science to preside over the reorganization of society, it 
must give results which are beyond doubt; it must furnish truths 
as incontestable as those of mathematics and astronomy. But 
these truths must be of a certain type. To be sure, Montesquieu’s 
analytic sociology occasionally implies certain reforms; it fre- 
quently offers advice to legislators. But since it begins with the 
idea that the institutions of every society are conditioned by a 
multiplicity of factors, it eliminates the possibility of an institu- 
tional reality fundamentally different from the existing one. Now 
Comte wanted to be both a scientist and reformer. What science 
can be both positive in its pronouncements and useful to the re- 
former? Undoubtedly, a synthetic science as Comte conceived it, 
a science which would begin with the most general laws, the 
fundamental laws of human evolution, which would discover an 
over-all determinism which men could somehow put to use: in 
Comte’s term, a modifiable fatality. 
Comte’s sociology began with what i 
know, i.e. ultimate truth. As for the dei 
the historians, who were, 
in meaningless erudition, 
instantaneously fathomed 
In Montesquieu, Politics or political or, 


it is most interesting to 


$ g carried the notion of a single 
human history to its logical conclusion, Comte found himself 


forced to justify this unity, and he could justify it philosophically 
only by means of a conception of a coherent human nature and 
of a fundamental social order which is also constant, 


Thus Comte’s philosophy presupposed three major themes, 
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which I shall have occasion to examine. The first is that industrial 
society, which in his eyes is equivalent to the society of Western 
Europe, will become the society of all mankind. And it has not 
been proved that Comte was wrong in thinking that certain 
aspects of European industrial society were destined to become 
universal. The industrial organization typical of European 
society is so much more efficient than any other form of organ- 
ization that once a segment of humanity has found the ‘gim- 
mick’, if you will permit the expression, all the other segments of 
humanity must have it, too. Or, in more refined language, once 
the secret of the scientific organization of labour has been dis- 
covered, all men must lay hands on this condition of prosperity 
and power. Thus, the first sense in which human history is a 
unity, according to Comte, is the exemplary quality of industrial 
society. 

The second theme is the double universality of scientific 
thinking. One can say that positive thought in mathematics, 
physics, or medicine has a vocation of universality, in the sense 
that all segments of the human race adopt this method of think- 
ing once the results obtained by it have become visible. In this 
first version of universality, Auguste Comte was right enough. 
Western science has today become the science of all mankind, in 
mathematics, astronomy, physics, chemistry, and even, to a 
large extent, biology. But Comte had a second notion of univer- 
sality: once positivism is introduced into astronomy or physics, it 
must be introduced into politics or religion as well. Now, this 
spread of the positive method is by no means obvious. Perhaps 
we are not doomed to imitate the method of mathematics or 
physics in sociology, ethics, or politics; at any rate, the question is 
still very much open. 

The third of Auguste Comte’s basic themes concerns the 
Systéme de Politique Positive and raises important questions: If 
human nature is fundamentally the same, if the social order is 
fundamentally the same, where does diversity come from? How 
is it to be explained and incorporated into his system? 
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ComTE’s early ideas were not particularly his own. The spirit of 
his age fostered the conviction that theological thinking was a 
thing of the past; that God was dead, if I may anticipate Nietz- 
sche’s formulation; that henceforth the human mind would be 
dominated by scientific thinking; that the feudal system or the 
monarchic structure was disappearing along with theology; that 
it was to be the scientists and industrialists who would dominate 
the society of our time. 

All these themes were familiar in Comte’s own day, but it 
is important to know which of them he selected and how he 
arranged them for the purpose of establishing his own interpre- 
tations of contemporary society, 

The new fact which impressed all the observers of early nine- 
teenth-century society — the basis of all their theories — was in- 
dustry. They all believed that something novel was being born; 
this something was industry. But what was the originality of 
modern industry? What were its decisive features? 

In my opinion, the characteristic features of industry, as ob- 
served by men of the early nineteenth century, were six. 

(1) Industry constitutes a scientific organization of labour. 
Instead of proceeding according to custom, production is organ- 
ized with a view to maximum output, 

(2) As a result of the application of science to the organization 
of labour, man is engaged in a tremendous development of his 
wealth and resources, 

(3) Industrial production implies concentrations of workers in 
factories and suburbs. A new. social phenomenon is developing: 
the existence of the working masses. 

(4) These concentrations of workers in industrial areas bring 
about an antagonism, whether latent or overt, between employees 
and employers, between proletariat and Management or capi- 
talists. 

(5) Whereas wealth, as a result of the scientific character of 
labour, continues to increase, there is also an increase in crises of 
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overproduction, which seem to create poverty in the midst of 
abundance. Crises of overproduction have an especially shocking 
quality, intolerable to the intelligence. 

(6) The economic organization linked to the industrial and 
scientific aspect of labour is characterized by what is called free 
enterprise: profit-seeking on the part of management or merch- 
ants. Certain free-enterprise theorists even conclude that the 
condition of the increase of wealth is precisely unchecked profit- 
seeking and competition and that the less the state concerns itself 
with economic affairs, the more rapidly production and wealth 


will increase. 

Contemporary interpretations varied according to the role 
played by each of these six features. Comte maintained that the 
first three are decisive. Industry is defined by the scientific 
character of labour, which results in the constant increase of 
wealth and the concentration of workers in factories. One might 
add that the concentration of workers in factories corresponds to 
the concentration of capital or the means of production in the 


hands of a few people. 
The fourth point — the antagonism worl 
agement — was secondary for Comte. Antagonism is the result of 


bad organization of industrial society and can be corrected by 


reform, Similarly, Comte regarded the crises of overproduction 


as episodic and superficial phenomena. 
As for free enterprise, Comte saw it not as the essence of the 


new society, but as a’ pathological element, a temporary aberra- 
tion in the growth of an organization which is to be stabilized on 
principles other than those of unrestricted competition. 

There is no need to remind you that, to the socialists, the two 
decisive features have been points (4) and (5). Marxist thought, 
ike that of the pessimistic economists of the first half of the nine- 
teenth century, develops from these two facts — the conflict 
between proletariat and management and the frequency of crises 
of overproduction — which are regarded as the inevitable conse- 
quence of capitalist anarchy. On the other hand, itis to point (6) 
— free enterprise — that the capitalist theoreticians assign the 
leading role and which they hold to be the decisive factor in 


economic progess. 


between workers and man- 
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Comte defined his own theory of industrial society by the criti- 
cisms he levelled at both the capitalist economists and the 
socialists. He offers a version of industrial society which is 
neither liberal nor socialist, but which might be defined as man- 
agerial — though this word is open to considerable misunderstand- 
ing and abuse (as in James Burnham’s The Managerial Revolu- 

nN). 
pe are Comte’s criticisms of the liberals or, more generally, 
of political economy? He reproaches the economists who specu- 
late on ‘value’ — who try to determine the functioning of the 
system in the abstract — for being metaphysicians. According to 
Comte, metaphysical thinking is abstract and conceptual, and 
such, in his opinion, was the thinking of the economists of his day 
- who, moreover, committed the further error of examining 
economic phenomena apart from the social entity. (These two 
criticisms — the abstract character of political economy and the 
unjustifiable isolation of the economic aspect — have been taken 
over by the majority of French sociologists of the Durkheim 
school and have determined the semihostile attitude of the ‘soci- 
ologists’ towards ‘economists’ in French universities.) Finally, 
Comte reproached the capitalists for overestimating the effect- 
iveness of the mechanisms of free enterprise or competition in 
increasing wealth. 

Nevertheless the economists had one virtue in his eyes. This is 
the belief that, in the long run, private interests are in harmony. 

If the fundamental opposition between capitalists and socialists 
results from the fact that the former believe in the ultimate har- 
mony of private interests and the latter believe in the inevitability 
of the class struggle, we may say that on this essential point 
Auguste Comte is on the side of the capitalists, He did not 
believe in a fundamental antagonism of interests between prole- 
tariat and management. There may bea temporary and superficial 
rivalry in the distribution of wealth; but, unlike the capitalist 
economists, Auguste Comte believed that the increase of wealth 
is (by definition, so to speak) consistent with the interests of all 
and that the basic law of industrial society is this increase of 
wealth and thereby the ultimate harmony of interests, 

In relation to the economists who regard free enterprise and 
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competition as the primary mechanisms for the increase of wealth, 
Auguste Comte belongs to the school of those I should call poly- 
technician-managers. He is, indeed, the symbolic patron of this 
school. 

The polytechnician-manager ‘is hostile to socialism or, more 
accurately, to those whom Comte generally called communists, 
since they were opposed to private ownership. And Comte in 
particular believed in the virtues, not certainly of competition, 
but of private ownership — and even, more curiously, the private 
ownership of concentrated wealth. 

Comte justified the concentratio: 
of production, a concentration whi 
inconsistent with private ownership. Why? 

The first reason, to borrow Comte’s own idiom, is that con- 
centration is inevitable; and if concentration is inevitable, then — 
by virtue of that providential optimism which is characteristic of 
Comte’s philosophy of history — it must be salutary. Concentra- 
tion is consistent with the basic tendency which may be seen in 
the course of human history. Material civilization cau advance 
than it needs to survive 
and consequently transmits to the following generation a greater 
accumulation of capital than it received. This capitalization of 
the means of production is characteristic of the development of 
material civilization, and this capitalization entails concentration. 

Comte was completely deaf to the argument that the enormity 
of concentrated capital should imply the public character of 
ownership. Why did the concentration of the means of produc- 
tion not lead him to deduce their inevitable nationalizations? I 
think the reason is that Comte was more or less indifferent to the 
distinction between private and public ownership, because in his 
eyes authority, whether economic or political, is always per- 
sonal. In every society, there are a few men who command. 
Now, one of the motives, conscious or unconscious, for the claim 
of public ownership is the belief, founded or unfounded, that the 
substitution of one régime of ownership for another would 
change the structure of the social order. Comte was sceptical 
on this point; in his eyes the rich are those who will always pos- 


sess that share of power which of necessity accompanies great 
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concentrations of wealth. In every social order, there are men 
who command; in every social order, there are concentrations of 
wealth; and itis desirable, in Comte’s eyes, that the rulers be the 
men who possess these concentrations of wealth. 

But — and this brings us to the second aspect of Comte’s 
thought on this matter — such personal ownership must be 
purged, as it were, of its arbitrarily personal quality, since those 
whom he called the patricians, the temporal leaders, industrialists, 
bankers, etc., must regard their role as a social duty. Private 
ownership is necessary, inevitable, and indispensable; but it is 
tolerable only when conceived no longer as the right to use and 
abuse, but as the exercise of a collective function by the few 
whom fate or merit has singled out. 

This conception, it will be noted, is not so far from a certain 
kind of ‘Catholic socialism’. But to this theory of private owner- 
ship Comte added another idea which assumes special import- 
ance in his last books: the idea of the secondary character of the 
temporal hierarchy. 

Comte was all the more willing to accept the industrialists’ 
concentration of wealth and authority since, for him, human 
existence is not defined exclusively by the position men occupy 
in the economic and social hierarchy. Beyond the temporal order 
that is subject to the law of power is a spiritual order which is an 
order of moral worth. The worker at the bottom of the temporal 
hierarchy may have a high rank in the spiritual hierarchy if his 
merits, his devotion to the collectivity, outweigh those of his 
superiors in the hierarchy. 

What is this spiritual order? It is not a transcendent order, as 
the Catholic religion has conceived it. It is not an otherworldly 
order; it is not an order of eternal life 3 it is an order of this world, 
but one which substitutes an order of moral worth for the hier- 
archy of wealth and power. The supreme goal of every man 
should not be primacy in the hierarchy of power, but primacy in 
the hierarchy of merit. 

In other words, if Comte’s ambitions for economic reform 
were limited, it is because the central idea of his theory of indus- 
trial society is that the latter can endure only if it is regulated, 
tempered, and transfigured by a spiritual power. 
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Such are the major themes of Comte’s analysis of industrial 
society. Now, this analysis has played an almost negligible role in 
the development of economic and social thought, at least in 
Europe. The Comtist conception of industrial society has re- 
mained a kind of curiosity on the fringes of the rivalry among 
doctrines because none of the political parties, either on the right 
or on the left, has acknowledged it, with the exception of a few 
individuals (of whom some, for that matter, belonged to the 
extreme right and others to the extreme left). 

Among the French writers of this century, two have called 
themselves followers of Auguste Comte. One was Charles Maur- 
ras, the theorist of the monarchy, and the other was Alain, the 
theorist of radicalism. Both called themselves positivists for some- 
what different reasons. Maurras was a positivist because he re- 
garded Comte as the theorist of organization, of authority, and of 
a return to spiritual power. Alain was a positivist because for him 
Comte’s essential ideas was the devaluation of the temporal 
hierarchy. He would readily have glossed over Comte’s thought 
in the light of Kant’s formula, ‘When I meet a powerful man, 
my body bows, but not my mind or my soul.’ These are not 
Kant’s exact words, but this is the Kantian idea Alain frequently 
quoted. 

Why did Comte’s conception remain outside the main stream 
of modern social thought? I think the question deserves to be 
asked, because in a certain sense Comte’s theory is closer to those 
which seem to be coming into vogue today than are many other 
nineteenth-century doctrines. In fact, all the theories which 


today emphasize the similarity of a great many institutions on 
both sides of the iron curtain, which reject the importance of 


the mechanisms of economic competition — all those theories 
which attempt to isolate the essential characteristics of industrial 
civilization could rightly claim to dero from Auguste Comte. 
He is, as it were, the theorist of industrial society, this side 
of or outside of the doctrinal disputes between capitalists and 
socialists, between theorists of free enterprise and theorists of 
planning. 

The fundamental themes of 
science to industry, of the pre 
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fairly typical of the modern conception of industrial society. 
Then why is Auguste Comte forgotten or ignored? The reasons, I 
think, are these. 

I have discussed the leading ideas of Comte’s theory, and not 
the detailed description of modern industrial society which he 
has given in the Systéme de Politique Positive. Now, if his leading 
ideas are profound, his detailed description of industrial society is 
often liable to ridicule. For Comte attempted to describe in 
detail the structure of the temporal hierarchy: the exact role of 
the temporal leaders, the industrialists, the bankers, He tried to 
show why those who perform the most general functions would 
have the most authority, would be situated highest in the 
hierarchy, He tried to specify the ideal number of men in each 
city and the number of patricians. He tried to explain how wealth 
would be transmitted. In short, he made an exact diagram of his 
dreams, or of the dreams each of us may invent in those moments 
when he takes himself for God. 

Moreover, Comte’s conception of industrial society is linked 
to the belief that wars have become an anachronism, For history 
to prove Auguste Comte right as a philosopher of history, in- 
dustrial society must be a peaceful society. But there is no ques- 
tion that between 1840 and 1945, history failed Auguste Comte. 
There have been, during the first half of the twentieth century, 
several wars, and wars of exceptional violence, which have disil- 
lusioned the loyal disciples of Auguste Comte. Comte wrote that 
war would disappear from the avant-garde of the human race, 
that is, from Western Europe. But it was Precisely Western 


Europe that has been the source and centre of the wars of the 
twentieth century. 


Also, according to Comte, the Western minority which, by 
good fortune, was at the head of humanity’s Progress should not 
conquer people of other races to impose its industrial society 
upon them. He had explained, using excellent arguments — that 
is, arguments which seemed excellent to him and which seem so 
to us as a result of the wisdom of hindsight — that the Westerners 
must not conquer Africa and Asia and that if they made the mis- 
take of propagating their culture at gunpoint, the results would be 
disastrous both for them and for the others, Thus, Comte was 
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right in his prediction of the consequences, but wrong in his 
prediction of the fact. 

Comte predicted peace because it was his opinion that war no 
longer had a function in an industrial society. War had been 
necessary in the past to force men,.who were naturally lazy and 
anarchical, to some regular employment. It had been necessary 
for the creation of large states and a unified Roman empire, 
throughout which Christianity would spread and from which 
positivism would ultimately emerge. Thus, war had served a 
twofold historical purpose: the apprenticeship to work and the 
creation of large states. But in the nineteenth century, war no 
longer had a function. Society was characterized by the absence 
of a military class and the primacy of labour and the values of 
labour. In the past, conquest might have been a legitimate means 
~ or at any rate a rational means — for those profiting from it to 
augment their wealth. But as a method of acquisition, it was 
obsolete. In an age when wealth depended on the scientific 
organization of labour, the taking of booty was devoid of mean- 
ing. The transmission of property was henceforth effected by 
gift and by trade, and according to Comte, gifts were to play an 
increasing role and were even to reduce the role of trade to a 
certain extent. 

Comte’s philosophy laid the greatest emphasis on the reform 
of the temporal organization by the spiritual power. The latter 
was to be the concern of scientists and philosophers, who were to 
replace the priests. The spiritual power was to rule men’s feel- 
ings, rally them to a common task, sanction the rights of rulers, 
temper the despotism or egotism of the powerful. Now, it is 
probably on this point that history has disappointed Comte’s 
disciples most harshly. Even if the temporal organization of 
industrial society is similar to what Auguste Comte imagined, 
the spiritual power of the philosophers and scientists is not yet 
born. What spiritual power there is, is exercised either by the 
churches of the past or by ideologists of some economic and social 
doctrines whom Auguste Comte would not have regarded as true 
scientists or philosophers. 

In other words, in so far as men who claim to be scientific 
observers of the social order exercise a spiritual power — for 
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example, in the Soviet Union — they emphasize, not the features 
common to all industrial societies, but a particular doctrine of the 
organization of industrial society. None of the various parties 
pays much deference to the man who underestimated the ideo- 
logical conflicts by which the European societies have lived and 
for which so many millions have died. 

Auguste Comte would have liked to see a spiritual power exer- 
cised by the interpreters of the social organization, who at the 
same time would have reduced the importance of the temporal 
hierarchy. This sort of spiritual power has never existed and does 
not exist today. Probably men always prefer what divides them 
to what unites them. Probably each society is compelled to 
emphasize its own individuality rather than the traits which it 
shares with all societies, Probably, too, societies are not yet 
sufficiently convinced of the merits which Comte attributed to 
industrial society in general, 

According to him, 
order resulted in assi 


ry: there ap- 
gland a satirical book about a 
This was precisely Comte’s idea 
of what industrial Society ought to be. We can be sure that the 


author of the book never read Auguste Comte 3 nor would Comte 
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THE second stage in Comte’s intellectual itinerary, which is also 
the second version of his philosophy, can be studied mainly in 
the light of the Cours de Philosophie Positive, particularly Volume 
IV, which expounds the idea of the new science called sociology. 

First of all, who are the authors whom Auguste Comte quoted, 
whom he acknowledged as his precursors? Aside from Aristotle, 
with whom we shall deal later on, let us consider three: Montes- 
quieu, Condorcet, and Bossuet. The juxtaposition of these three 
names will guide us, I believe, to some of the fundamental 
themes of Comte’s thought in the field of sociology. 

Montesquicu had one merit in Comte’s eyes: the outstanding 
one of having posited the principle of determinism as regards 
historical and social phenomena. Comte offered a simplified 
interpretation of Montesquieu’s thought; to him, Montesquieu’s 
central idea is the one contained in the famous statement in Book 
I of The Spirit of the Laws: ‘Laws are the necessary relations 
arising from the nature of things.’ Comte found in this statement 
the principle of determinism as applied both to the diversity of 
social phenomena and to the evolution of societies. 

Comte added that Montesquieu lacked another crucial idea: 
that of progress. Auguste Comte discovered the idea of progress 
in Condorcet, in the famous book Tableau des Progrès Historiques 
de l’ Esprit Humain. According to Condorcet, we can discover in 
the past a certain number of phases through which the human 
mind has passed. The number of these phases is fixed, and their 
succession is ineluctable. Comte borrowed from Condorcet the 
idea of progress of the human mind that is also an evolution of 
human society. 

If we combine these two themes — Montesquieu’s theme of 
determinism and Condorcet’s theme of necessary sequential 
stages in the progress of the human mind - we arrive at Comte’s 
central idea, which may be expressed in the following manner: 
social phenomena are subject to a strict determinism which 
operates in the form of an inevitable evolution of human societies 


81 


AUGUSTE COMTE 


- an evolution which is itself governed by the progress of the 
human mind. s 

Why have I added Bossuet’s name to those of Montesquieu 
and Condorcet? The answer is that if you imagine the historical 
process as being determined in this way, you end with a secular 
view of history which is surprisingly analogous to Bossuet’s 
religious, providentialist view. Thus, Comte wrote: 


It is surely to our great Bossuet that we shall ever be indebted for the 
first important attempt of the human mind to contemplate from a 
sufficiently elevated perspective the whole of the history of society. 
Undoubtedly, the easy but illusory resources in the arsenal of any 
theological philosophy — ways of establishing among human events a 
certain apparent continuity — by no means allow us to employ today, 
in the construction of the true science of social development, the kinds 
of explanations which are inevitably preponderant in, and utterly 
irresistible to, such a philosophy. But this admirable composition — in 
which the spirit of universality, indispensable to any such conception, 
is so energetically maintained, in so far as the nature of the method 
employed permitted — will none the less ever remain an impressive 
model, always eminently suited to indicate in the clearest terms a gen- 
eral goal which our intelligence must never cease to set itself, a final 
result of all our historical analysis, I mean the rational co-ordination of 
the fundamental sequence of the various events of human history 


according to a single design, at once more real and more extensive than 
that conceived by Bossuet. 


This last clause, ‘rational co-ordination of the fundamental 
sequence of the various events of human history according to a 
single design’, is, as it were, the key to Auguste Comte’s concep- 
tion of sociology. When I remarked earlier that Auguste Comte 
was the sociologist of human unity, I neither exaggerated nor 
simplified his fundamental theme. Comte was concerned pre- 
cisely with ‘the fundamental sequence of the various events of 
human history according to a single design’. He was concerned 
with reducing the seemingly infinite variety of human societies 
in time and space to a fundamental sequence: the development of 
the human race, and to a single design: the culmination in an 
ultimate state of the human race and of the human mind. So we 
see how the man who is regarded as the founder of positivism 
can also be described as the last disciple of Christian or theolog- 
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ical providentialism. We see, too, how the transition is made 
from the interpretation of human history in terms of divine 
providence to the interpretation of human history in terms of 
general laws. 

Since this theme is the heart of Comte’s thought — even in the 
Cours de Philosophie Positive, where it assumes its most scientific 
form — the purpose of my discussion will be to reveal the fluctua- 
tion, as it were, between the scientific idea and the providential 
one; or, better, to show how easy it is to shift from a certain con- 
ception of science to a new version of providence. 

The single design — to repeat the expression used by Comte 
with reference to Bossuet — the single design of history as con- 
ceived by Comte is the progress of the human mind; and if the 
progress of the human mind gives unity to the entire history of 
society, it is because, according to Comte, the same way of think- 
ing must prevail in all realms of thought. Comte observed that 
the positivist method was indispensable in the sciences of his 
day; and from this he concluded that the positivist method — 
based on observation, experimentation, and the establishment of 
general laws — must be extended to areas which were still en- 
trusted to theology, ie. to a method which claims to discover the 
underlying causes of phenomena and to locate final causes 1n 
transcendent beings. Pes, 

According to Comte, then, there is a way of thinking — or a 
method which has universal validity — in politics as well as in 
astronomy. From this Comte concluded that because there is no 
free will in astronomy, there should be none 1n politics. But, for 
the moment, I should like to discuss an idea complementary to 
the preceding one, although it may seem to contradict it. 

Comte declared that there cannot be true unity in a society 
when there is no body of ruling ideas adopted by all the different 
members of the collectivity. Society is heterogeneous; chaotic, in 
crisis, when there are opposing ways of thinking, when ruling 
ideas taken from incompatible philosophies are juxtaposed. 

From this statement, one might seemingly conclude that in the 
past those societies which were not in crisis must have possessed 
a coherent body of ideas. But this conclusion would be only 
partly true, for the various sciences reach ‘the positive stage” at 
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different moments in history. The sciences which reach it first 
are those which come first in Comte’s classification of the 
sciences: mathematics, astronomy, physics, chemistry, biology. 
But this means that in all ages there have been sciences which 
were already partly positive, while other intellectual disciplines 
were still fetishistic or theological. Unity of thought, Comte’s 
ultimate aim, has never yet been fully realized in the course of 
history. 

In other words, one of the mechanisms of the movement of 
history is precisely the incoherence, at each stage of history, of 
various ways of thinking. In the last analysis, there has only been 
one period prior to positivism when there existed a true intellec- 
tual coherence, and that was pure fetishism. Fetishism is the 
immediate and spontaneous mode of thought of the human 
mind. It consists in animating all things, living or otherwise, in 
assuming things and creatures to be similar to man and to the 
mind of man. The mind will not rediscover a true coherence until 


the final phase, when positivism will have extended to all intellec- - 


tual disciplines, including politics and ethics, 

Between fetishism and positivism, there has been simultane- 
ous diversity of methods of thinking, and it is this diversity that 
has prevented human history, at any one moment, from coming 
to an end. 

It is true that at the start of his career Comte began with the 
notion that there could not be two different philosophies in any 
one society; but the development of his thought compelled him 
to admit that plurality of Philosophies has been the dominant 
fact almost continually throughout history. The goal of social 
development is to lead human thought to the unity for which itis 
destined and which can be realized only in two ways; by imme- 
diate fetishism or ultimate positivism. One either explains all 
things by assuming them to be animated by human conscious- 
ness or abandons every theological and metaphysical explanation 
and confines oneself to establishing Positive laws, 

This raises, it seems to me, a basic question: Why is there such 
a thing as history? If the final and perfected state of human 
intelligence is to be positivism, why has humanity had to pass 
through so many successive stages? Why has it been necessary to 
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wait for so many millennia for the appearance of the one man — 
namely, Auguste Comte — who has finally understood what the 
human mind should be? 

The answer is that positivism cannot be a spontaneous philo- 
sophy; it can be only a latter-day philosophy. Indeed, it consists, 
for man, in recognizing the order which is outside himself, in 
admitting his inability to give a final explanation of it, and in con- 
fining himself to deciphering that order. But to discover this 
external order of nature requires time. Positivism consists in 
observing phenomena, in analysing them, in discovering the 
laws governing the relations among them. But it is impossible 
through observation and analysis to discover this external order 
all at once, Before philosophizing, man must first live. In the 
earliest phase of the human adventure it was possible, at best, to 
explain a few simple phenomena in a scientific manner. But a 
positivist philosophy — a philosophy of observation, experimen- 
tation, analysis, and determinism — could not be based on these 
few phenomena. In the initial phase of history, man needed 
another philosophy, which Comte at first calls theological and 

. then fetishist. This philosophy enabled man to survive; it con- 
soled him by describing the world as peopled with creatures like 
himself and therefore intelligible and benevolent. Fetishist or 
theological philosophy provides the human race with a temporary 
synthesis, both intellectually and morally valid: intellectually 
because it gives assurance of the intelligibility of the external 
world of nature, morally because it gives man confidence in him- 
self and in his ability to overcome obstacles. : 

But the answer to the question, why is history necessary, raises 
another: Why must history necessarily continue to the very end? 

Comte’s answer seems to me to be something like this: Be- 
cause certain phenomena have been explained scientifically and 
positively from the very beginning, & halt in the progress of the 
human mind is difficult to imagine. The contradiction between 
partial positivism and the fetishist, theological synthesis torments 
humanity, as it were, and in the last analysis prevents the human 
mind from stopping at any stage previous to the final one of 
universal positivism. But it must be added that, according to 
Comte himself, various segments of humanity have in fact been 
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able to establish a temporary synthesis in one or another of their 
phases. And at the end of his life, Comte even decided that cer- 
tain peoples could leap from the initial synthesis of fetishism to 
the final synthesis of positivism, skipping the intermediate phases 
which he describes in his social dynamics. 

Because history is fundamentally the history of the progress of 
the human mind, another question arises: What is the relation 
between the movement of the intelligence and the other aspects 
of society, the other human activities? It is true that Comte him- 
self does not raise the problem in the terms I am using. At no 
point does he ask himself what is the relation between the pro- 
gress of the human intelligence and transformations of the 
economy, of war, or of politics. But it is easy to find the solution 
to the problem in his analyses. 

In the Cours de Philosophie Positive, Comte states that history 
as a whole is essentially the development of the human mind. 
Here is a typical passage which occurs in Volume IV. 


The significant part of this development, the part that has had the 
greatest influence on the general advancement, undoubtedly consists 
of the continual development of the scientific mind, from the early 
efforts of Thales and Pythagoras, to those of a Lagrange and a Bichat. 
Now, no enlightened person today could doubt that in this long 
succession of efforts and discoveries, human intelligence has always 
followed a clearly determined course, the exact foreknowledge of 
which would somehow have enabled a sufficiently informed intelli- 
gence to predict, before their more or less imminent realization, the 
basic advances reserved for each age. 


Obviously, Comte left little to chance or accidents. The crucial 
advances in the history of the human mind could have been 
foreseen by a superior intelligence because they answered a dis- 
cernible need. But this does not mean that the movement of the 
intelligence determines the transformation of other social pheno- 
mena. Comte did not believe in the determination of the social 
entity by intelligence any more than Montesquieu believed in the 
determination of the social entity by the character of the political 
régime. The movement of history, for both men, is effected by 
action and reactions between the various segments of the total 
social reality. If we consider Comte’s social dynamics, whether in 
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Part V of the Cours de Philosophie Positive or in Part III of the 
Systéme de Politique Positive, we see how the transition from one 
stage to the next is effected primarily by means of the oppo- 
sition between the different segments of the society. Depending 
on circumstances, the cause which provokes disintegration of a 
social entity and the advent of the next stage may be in politics, 
in economics, or in intelligence. 

Nevertheless, the primacy of the development of the intelli- 
gence is valid for Comte because (a) the major stages in the 
history of the race are determined by the dominant way of think- 
ing, (6) the final stage is that of universal positivism, and (c) the 
chief instrument of human development is the constant criticism 
which nascent and maturing positivism brings to bear on the 
temporary synthesis of fetishism and theology. 

Here we return to our central theme: that human history must 
be regarded as the history of a single people. (The expression is 
Auguste Comte’s own, and it is intelligible enough.) If history 
were the history of religion, then in positing the unity of human 
history it would be necessary to posit nothing less than a ‘uni- 
versalizable’ religion. But if history is the history of intelligence, 
it is relatively easy to imagine a way of thinking valid for all men. 
To illustrate this idea with a simple example, let us say that to- 
day’s mathematics seem to us to be true for all men of all races. 
(I am aware that this proposition is not self-evident; Spengler 
declares that there is Greek mathematics, just as there is modern 
mathematics. But Spengler himself advances this proposition only 
in a very special sense. He believes that the mathematical way of 
thinking is influenced by the particular style of a culture; I do 
not think he would have denied that mathematical theorems are 
universally true.) In so far as all the propositions of all the intel- 
lectual disciplines can be reduced to theorems, 1t 1s ee 
that today’s philosophy might be valid for all men and | a” 
by the same token, history, conceived as the history of a single 
People, 

But, granting that history is 
its stages are necessary, and th 
sion towards a certain goal, what then accoun! 
histories of the different portions of humanity 
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Montesquieu has trouble rescuing unity from our comprehen- 
sive theories; the problem for Comte is to rescue diversity. 

In Part IV of the Cours de Philosophie Positive, we find 
Comte’s solution to the problem of diversity. The factors of 
variation, he states, are three in number: race, climate, and 
political action. 

Comte, especially in the Systéme de Politique Positive, inter- 
preted the diversity of the races of man by attributing to each of 
them a propensity towards a certain attitude ~ more precisely, by 
ascribing to each of them the predominance of certain disposi- 
tions. For example, the black race was characterized primarily 
by the predominance of affectivity (which, at the end of his 
career, seemed to Comte to constitute a moral superiority). In 
other words, the different segments of humanity have not de- 
veloped in the same way, because they did not have the same 
endowment. But these diversities develop against the back- 
ground of a common nature. I shall discuss the Comtist concep- 
tion of human nature later on, 

Climate, for Comte, is a word which designates the ensemble 
of natural conditions in which each Portion of humanity is to be 
found. Each society has had to Overcome obstacles of varying _ 
difficulty ; each has endured more or less favourable geographical 
circumstances} and this enables us to account up to a point for the 
diversity of their development. 

Finally, there remains a third factor of variation which I should 
like to emphasize: political action. Here we meet once again with 
Comte’s providentialism, for our author is determined to strip 
politicians and social reformers alike of the illusion that an indi- 
vidual, however great, is able to alter substantially the necessary 
course of history. To be sure, Comte does not deny that it 
depends on circumstances, coincidences, or great men to deter- 
mine how swiftly the necessary evolution takes place or how 
dearly the result — inevitable in any event — will cost. But if we 
consider the case of Napoleon, for example, we shall have no 
trouble discovering the limits of the potential effectiveness of 
great men. 

According to Comte, Napoleon had failed to understand the 
spirit of his age or, as we would say today, the direction of 
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history. He made a vain attempt to restore the military régime: 
he hurled France into the conquest of Europe, multiplied 
conflicts, aroused the peoples of Europe against the French 
Revolution; and, in the end, nothing came of this temporary 
aberration. The characteristic greatness of an age depends on the 
sum of circumstances; the sovereign who makes the mistake 
of failing to understand the nature of his age leaves no final 
mark, 

This theory — that individuals are incapable of changing the 
course of history — is part of a larger criticism of social reformers, 
utopians, or revolutionaries, those who think that either by 
designing a new society or by using violence on the old one the 
course of history can be reversed. It is true that fatality is in- 
creasingly modifiable, as one turns from the astronomical order 
to the historical one. As a result of sociology, which discovers the 
order essential to human history, we may be able to shorten the 
delays and reduce the cost of the advent of positivism. But by 
virtue of his theory of the inexorable course of history, Comte is 
hostile to both the illusions of great men and the utopias of the 
reformers, The sociology which he offers is the study of the laws 
of historical development. This sociology claims to be historical 
because, according to Comte, it will be based on observation and 
comparison, hence on methods comparable to those used by 
other sciences (biology, for example); but observation and com- 
parison will somehow be controlled by the dominant themes of 
Comte’s thought, by his conception of statics and dynamics. 
This means, in the case of statics, to comprehend the structure of 
a given society; in the case of dynamics, to comprehend the 
broad outlines of history. In both cases, jt is to subordinate par- 
tial observations to the prior comprehension of the whole. 

I shall devote the rest of this chapter to a brief analysis of the 
two concepts of statics and dynamics, which will carry us into the 
subject of the next chapter, namely, the analysis of human nature 
and social nature. 

Statics and dynamics are the 
Comte’s sociology and are relate: : 
outlines I have sketched. Statics consists ‘ 
ing, in analysing what Comte calls the socia 
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is comparable to a living organism. It is impossible to study the 
functioning of an organ without placing it in the context of the 
living creature. By the same token, it is impossible to study 
politics or the state without placing them in the context of the 
society at a given moment. Social statics thus consists, on the 
one hand, of the analysis — the anatomical analysis, if you will - 
of the society’s structure at a given moment; and, on the other 
hand, of the analysis of the element or elements which at a given 
moment determine the consensus, which makes the collection of 
individuals into a collectivity, the plurality of institutions into a 
unity. 

But if statics is the study of the consensus, it leads us to ask 
what are the essential organs of every society — and hence to go 
beyond the diversity of historical societies in order to discover the 
principles of every social order. Social statics begins as a simple 
positive analysis of the anatomy of various societies, of the bonds 
of mutual solidarity among the institutions of a particular collec- 
tivity, only to end, in Part II of the Systéme de Politique Positive, 
with the analysis of the essential order of every human collec- 
tivity. 

As for dynamics, at the outset it consists merely of the descrip- 
tion of the successive Stages through which human societies pass. 
But since we start from the entity, since we know that the 
development of human societies and of the human mind is 
governed by laws, and since the whole of the past forms a unity, 
social dynamics does not resemble the history written by his- 
torians gathering facts or observing the sequence of institutions. 
Social dynamics will retrace the successive and necessary stages 
of the development of the human mind and of human societies. 
As social statics has revealed the essential order of every human 
society, social dynamics will ultimately retrace the vicissitudes 
through which this fundamental order has Passed before arriving 
at the final goal of positivism. 

If there is an essential order of all societies, dynamics must be 
subordinated to statics, By starting from the anatomy of every 
human society, we shall understand what history is. Then, 
instead of the terms statics and dynamics, it will be better to use 
the terms crder and progress. One is reminded of the motto which 
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appeared on the flag of positivism (and of Brazil!): ‘Progress is 
the development of order.’ 

At the outset, statics and dynamics are simply the study of 
coexistence on the one hand and succession on the other. At the 
conclusion, they are the study of the essential human and social 
order, of its transformations and fulfilment. But the transition 
from the apparently scientific terms — statics and dynamics — to 
the obviously philosophical terms - order and progress — is 
necessary as a result of Comte’s two ideas: (1) the primacy of the 
social entity and of the laws applying to the entity; (2) the identi- 
fication of the inevitable movement of history into a kind of 
providentialism. By means of a so-called scientific necessity, 
Comte rediscovered the equivalent of Bossuet’s general design. 
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IT is in the Système de Politique Positive that the Comtist con- 
ception of statics finds its full development. All of Part II of the 
Systeme is given over to social statics. There is, of course, an 
outline of statics in the Cours, but this comprises only one chap- 
ter, and the ideas are merely suggested. Moreover, there are 
differences of detail between the ideas in the Cours and those in 
the Systéme; but in this summary I shall ignore the differences in 
order to examine social statics as conceived by Comte at the 
period he wrote the Systéme de Politique Positive. : . 
This concept of statics can be divided logically into two parts: 
the study of human nature, on the one hand, and the study of 
social nature, on the other; or, again, the structure of human 
nature and the structure of social nature. i 
Auguste Comte expounded his ideas of human nature 1n what 
he called the tableau cérébral, which he offered as a scientific 
analysis of where, in the human brain, the anatomical equivalents 
of the various human dispositions are located. But the theory 
of cerebral localizations is what interests us least here; it is the 
least tenable aspect of Auguste Comte’s thinking. We may omit 
this aspect because Comte himself stated that the cerebral 
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localizations are, to a certain extent, hypothetical. Plato, too, had 
a theory of localizations, if not of the brain, at least of the body. 
After having distinguished the vods, the Amos, Plato locates 
these different aspects of human nature in the different parts of 
the body. But we can disregard this idea of the location of affec- 
tions in the body if we wish to study only Plato’s image of man. 

Comte indicated that human nature may be regarded as either 
twofold or threefold. If we regard man as twofold, he may be 
said to consist of a heart and a mind, If threefold, the heart will be 
divided into sentiment (or affection) and action (or will), and we 
will regard man simultaneously as sentiment, will, and intelli- 
gence. Comte adds that the double significance of the word 
‘heart’ is a well-founded ambiguity: to have heart is to have 
feelings or to have courage, The two ideas are expressed by the 
same phrase, as if language were aware of the existing bond 
between affection and courage (i.e. will), 

Man is emotional, active, and intelligent; the problem is to 
understand the relations among these three elements, Comte’s 
solution is as follows. Man is made for action; he is an active 
Creature; and, returning at the end of his life to the idea that was 
already present in the Opuscules, Comte wrote frequently in the 
Systéme de Politique Positive that man is not made to waste his 
time in endless doubts and speculations. Man is made to act. 
But, made to act, he will never act through intelligence, Abstract 
thought will never be the deciding factor. The impulse to act 
will always come from the heart (in the sense of emotions). But 
this emotionally inspired activity requires the control of the 
intelligence. Or, to use one of Comte’s famous formulas, man is 
to act by emotion and to think in order to act. 

Out of this conception arises a critique of a certain kind of in- 
tellectualism or rationalism, according to which the historical 
process would make intelligence the deciding factor in human 
behaviour. According to Comte, this can never be the case. It 
will always be emotion which is the source of the impulse. Emo- 
tion will always be, so to speak, the soul of humanity and the soul 
of action. The intelligence will never be more than an organ to 
guide, direct, and control. 

But this is not to underrate intelligence, for in Comte’s philo- 
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sophy there is the notion of an inverse relationship within the . 
human faculties, between strength and nobility. What is noblest 
is also weakest, and the fact that intelligence does not determine 
action does not belittle intelligence. Quite the contrary; intelli- 
gence is not and cannot be strength precisely because, in a sense, 
it is the noblest thing there is. 

The cerebral localizations of these three elements of human 
nature are merely the transposition of ideas about their function- 
ing. Comte placed the intelligence near the forward part of the 
brain, so that it is in direct communication with the organs of 
perception, the sense organs. Conversely, he placed the emotions 
behind, so that they may be in direct communication with the 
motor organs. 

The breakdown of these three elements is as follows. Among 
the emotions, we can distinguish those which pertain to egoism 
and those which, on the contrary, pertain to altruism or disinter- 
estedness, We arrive at a strange catalogue: First, the purely 
egoistical instincts or dispositions — the nutritive, sexual, and 
maternal instincts, Then Comte adds to the list those tendencies 
which are still egoistical, but which already pertain to relations 
with others — the military and industrial instincts. (This is the 
transposition into human nature of the two types of society he 
thought he had observed in his own age. The military instinct is 
the one that encourages us to overcome obstacles; the industrial 
instinct, on the other hand, is the one which induces us to pro- 
duce goods.) And then Comte adds two words which we have no 
trouble recognizing: pride and vanity. Pride is the instinct to 
dominate; vanity, the search for the approval of others. So that 
with vanity we have already passed in a sense from egoism to 
altruism, y : 

The non-egoistical tendencies are three in number: friendship - 
the feeling of one person for another, on an equal footing; 
veneration — which already widens the circle and which applies to 
the feeling of the son for the father, the disciple for the master, 
the inferior for the superior; and, finally, kindness — which in 
Principle has universal application and which is to be fulfilled in 
the religion of humanity. 

The breakdown of intelligenc 
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distinction is between understanding and expression. Under- 
standing, in turn, may be passive or active. When passive, it is 
abstract or concrete; when active, it is inductive or deductive. 

Finally, the breakdown of the will is threefold: it consists of 
courage (to undertake), prudence (to execute), and steadfastness 
(to complete). 

Such, briefly, is Comte’s tableau cérébral, or his theory of 
human nature. History does not change this human nature; the 
primacy of statics is tantamount to a declaration of the timeless 
nature of those dispositions characteristic of man as man, Comte 
would not have agreed with Sartre that ‘man is his own future’. 
He would not have said that man created himself through the 
ages; the essential dispositions are present from the beginning. 
But this does not mean that the succession of societies does not 
make its own contribution. This contribution is man’s possi- 
bility of realizing what is noblest in his own nature, of promoting 
the gradual fulfilment of the altruistic tendencies. It is also 
man’s possibility for utilizing his intelligence as a guide, Man’s 
intelligence will never be anything but a means of control; but 
it could not be a dependable guide to action in the early days of 
history because, as we have séen, positivist thinking is not 
spontaneous thinking. Man cannot be instinctively a positivist. 
To be a positivist is to discover the laws governing phenomena, 
and it requires time to glean such understanding from observa- 
tion and experimentation, Hence, history is necessary so that 
human intelligence may attain its intrinsic end, may realize its 
peculiar vocation, 

The structural relationships between the elements of human 
nature will always remain what they have been from the begin- 
ning. I stress this point because Comte objected to a certain 
optimistic and rationalistic interpretation of human develop- 
ment. Contrary to those who imagined that reason could be the 
deciding factor in human behaviour, Comte asserted that men 
will never be prompted by anything but their feelings. The goal is 
for men to be prompted more and more by unselfish feelings, and 
less and less by egoistic instincts, and for the organ of control that 
guides human behaviour to fulfil its function by discovering the 
laws governing reality. 
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From this interpretation of human nature, let us now turn to 
the interpretation of social nature. The statics of the Systéme de 
Politique Positive, Part II, is presented in the following manner. 
Auguste Comte outlined, one after the other, a theory of religion, 
a theory of property, a theory of the family, a theory of language, 
a theory of the social organism or the division of labour; and he 
concluded with two chapters, one devoted to the social order 
systematized by the priesthood (a rough draft of human society 
become positivist), and the other devoted to the limits of varia- 
tions ~ a static interpretation of the possibility of historical dyna- 
mics, These chapters form a theory of the fundamental structure 
of societies, 

The chapter devoted to religion is an attempt to demonstrate 
the function of religion in every human society. Every society 
Necessarily involves consensus, agreement between groups, 
agreement between individuals, a unifying principle. Religion is 
this unifying principle. Religion contains within itself the three- 
fold division characteristic of human nature. It includes an intel- 
lectual aspect, dogma; an affective aspect, love; and a practical 
aspect, which Comte calls the régime or the cult. Religion imi- 
tates the divisions of human nature because, in order to create 
unity, it must address itself simultaneously to the intelligence, 
the emotions, and the will. 

This conception is not fundamentally 
Comte had expounded at the beginning of his career, when he 
maintained that the ideas of the intelligence determined the 
stages of the history of mankind. But at this point in his life he 
no longer saw simple ruling ideas or philosophy as the foundation 
of every social order, and religion is affectivity and activity as well 
as dogma or creed. 

From the chapter on religion; let us proceed to the two chap- 
ters pertaining to property and language, respectively. SRO juxta- 
Position may seem strange, butit corresponds to Comte’s thinking. 
There is an analogy between property and language. Property 
might be called the projection of activity on to society, while 


language is the projection of the intelligence. But 6 cr oe 
mon to property and language is what might be called the law 
males a cause material and 


of accumulation. Civilization exists be 
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intellectual conquests do not vanish with the conquerors. Man 
exists only by virtue of tradition, i.e. the transmission of goods 
and knowledge. Property is the accumulation of goods trans- 
mitted from one generation to another. And language is, so to 
speak, the receptacle in which the acquisitions of the intelligence 
are preserved. When we inherit a language, we are inheriting a 
culture created by our ancestors. 

Do not be misled by the word property, with all its political or 
partisan overtones. In Comte’s eyes, it is of no importance 
whether property be private or public, For him, property, in. as 
much as it is an essential function of civilization, represents the 
fact that man’s material productions outlive their creators, We 
transmit to our descendants what we have produced, what we 
have created. The two chapters on Property and lenguage are 
devoted to the two essential agents of human civilization, which 
requires the continuity of generations and the adoption by the 
living of the thought of the dead. Whence the familiar statement: 
“Human society has more dead than living members.’ 

These formulas deserye some attention. One of the things that 
make Comte so original is that, starting from the idea of an 
industrial society, convinced that scientific societies differ funda- 
mentally from the societies of the past, he arrived (unlike the 
majority of modern sociologists), not at the depreciation of the 
past and the exaltation of the future, but at a kind of rehabilita- 
tion of the past. A utopian, dreaming of a future more perfect 
than any known society, he remains a man of tradition with a 
keen sense of human unity throughout the ages. 

Between the chapter on Property and the one on language, 
Comte inserted a chapter on the family, which parallels the one 
on the social organism or the division of labour. These two 
chapters correspond to two of the elements of human nature. The 
family is essentially the affective element, while the social organ- 
ism or division of labour corresponds to the active element in 
human nature. 

Comte constructed a theory of the family in which he takes as 
his model — and implicitly regards as exemplary — the Western 
type of family, and naturally he has been criticized for this. He 
arbitrarily discarded as pathological certain family systems which 


96 


AUGUSTE COMTE 


have existed down through the ages — for example, polygamy. 
There is no doubt that Comte was systematically arbitrary and 
that in his treatment of the family he frequently confused certain 
traits belonging to a particular society with universal traits. But I 
do not believe this easy criticism exhausts the matter. Comte 
tried hard to show that the various relations existing within the 
family correspond to the various relations which may exist be- 
tween human beings, and also that in the family, human affec- 
tivity was trained and moulded. 

Here is the scheme of family relations: a relation of equality 
between brothers; a relation of veneration between children and 
parents; a complex relation of authority-obedience between 
man and wife. According to Comte, the husband obviously has 
the authority, but it is an authority which is to a certain extent 
inferior, because it is the authority of man, or activity and intelli- 
gence, over woman, who is essentially sensibility; this suprem- 
acy, based in a sense on strength, is from another point of view 
inferiority, because in the family the spiritual power — that is, the 
noblest power — belongs to woman. 

Auguste Comte had, if you will, a sense of the equality of 
beings, but it was an equality based on the radical differentiation 
of functions and natures. When he said that woman is intel- 
lectually inferior to man, he was ready to see this as a superiority 
of woman, because by the same token woman is the spiritual 
Power, the power of love, which to the Comte of the Système was 
far more important than the futile superiority of intelligence. At 
the same time, in the family it is the men who have the experi- 
ence of historical continuity, who learn what is the condition of 
civilization, who control the transmission of civilization from 


generation to generation. KAPERA 

As regards a division of labour, Comte’s essential idea is that 
of the differentiation of activities and the cooperation of man. 
The exact terms are: separation of functions and combination of 
efforts, But his profoundest idea, and probably one of Comte s 
most original in this respect, is the recognition of the primacy of 


force in the practical organization of society. Society, conceived 


aś a way of organizing activity, js dominated, and cannot help 
being dominated, by force. 
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Auguste Comte acknowledged only two political philosophers, 
Aristotle and Hobbes. The only political philosopher between 
Aristotle and himself who, in Comte’s opinion, deserved (or 
almost deserved) to be mentioned is Hobbes. Why? Because 
Hobbes saw clearly that every society is ruled, must be ruled 
(must in both senses of inevitable and desirable), by force. What is 
force in society? Number, or wealth. Thus no utopias, no illu- 
sions, no idealism: society is and will be dominated by the forces 
of number or of wealth (or a combination of these — there is no 
fundamental qualitative difference between the two). That force 
should prevail is normal. How could it be otherwise as long as 
we look at life as it is, at human society as it is? 

But a society consistent with human nature must include a 
complement to the domination of force, just as in human nature 
there must be a complement to the inevitable primacy of the 
affective impulses. There is, then, as a counterpart to the realistic 
theory of the social order which recognizes the domination of 
force, a Comtist theory of spiritual power. Spiritual power is a 
constant necessity in human societies because the latter, as a 
temporal order, will always dominate by force. 

This spiritual power is twofold: that of the intelligence and 
that of the feelings or the affections. At the beginning of his 
career, Comte interpreted spiritual power as primarily that of the 
intelligence. At the end of his career, spiritual power was prim- 
arily that of the affections or of love. But, whatever the precise 
form assumed by spiritual power, the distinction between tem- 
poral and spiritual power is of all times, of all ages, though it is 
not fully realized until the positive phase, the culmination of 
human history. 

Spiritual power has several functions, It must regulate the 
inner life of man. It must rally men to live and act in common, It 
must sanctify the temporal power in order to convince men of the 
need for obedience, because social life is impossible unless there 
are men who command and others who obey. (After all, it is of 
little importance, at least in the eyes of philosophers, to know 
who commands and who obeys, because in the last analysis those 
who command are and always will be the powerful of this world.) 
But spiritual power must not only regulate, rally, and sanctify; it 
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must also mitigate and limit temporal power. In order for it to do 
this, social differentiation must be already at an advanced stage. 
When the spiritual power sanctifies the temporal power — that is, 
when the priests declare that the kings are God’s anointed or that 
they rule in God’s name — the spiritual power adds to the 
authority of the temporal power. This sanctioning of the strong 
by the spirit may have been necessary in the course of human 
history. Naturally, there had to bea social order, and an accepted 
social order, even before the mind had discovered the true laws 
of the physical order, let alone the true laws of the social 
order, But, in the final phase, the spiritual power will bestow a 
partial consecration on the temporal power: the scientists will 
justify the industrial order, and in so doing they will add a kind 
of moral authority to the ruling power of management, 
or the bankers, But their essential function will be not so much 
to sanctify as to temper and limit, that is, to remind the 
powerful that they are merely performing a social function 
and that, further, their leadership implies no moral or spiritual 
superiority. 

In other words, in the static 
temporal and spiritual power, 
sary so that the spiritual power may 
that the true distinction between temporal 
finally recognized and applied. 

Thus, we may conclude this 
meaning of dynamics from the 
gence, activity, and sentiment. 
ceeds from fetishism to positivism, 
on subjectivity, and on the projectio 
a reality comparable to that of con 3 
and establishment of the laws governing phenomena without 
claiming to reveal their causes. Activity proceeds from the mili- 
tary phase to the industrial phase—that is, in Marxist terminology, 
from the struggle of men among themselves to the victorious 
struggle of man with nature (with this reservation, however, 
that Comte nourished no exaggerated hopes about the 
results of man’s mastery OVer natural forces). Finally, as regards 
affectivity, history consists of the gradual fulfilment of altruistic 
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The history of intelligence pro- 
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n on to the external world of 
sciousness, to the discovery 


AUGUSTE COMTE 


tendencies, without man’s ever ceasing to be instinctively and 
primarily egoistic. 

History, therefore, leads simultaneously to an increasing differ- 
entiation of social functions and an increasing unification of 
societies. In the final phase, temporal and spiritual will be more 
distinct than they have ever been, and this distinction will at the 
same time be the condition of a more profound consensus, of a 
deeper unity. Men will accept the temporal hierarchy because 
they will recognize its precariousness and will reserve their 
highest appreciation for the spiritual order which both sanctions 
and limits the temporal hierarchy, 


5 


IN the last three sections I have discussed Comte’s three versions 
of the central idea of all his writings; that is, the unity of the 
human race. First, we stressed the typical features of industrial 
society as the form of social organization capable of becoming 
universal, Next, in the Cours de Philosophie Positive, we saw that 
the history of mankind may and must be considered as the history 
of a single people. And finally, because the history of mankind is 
that of a single people, it follows that this unity of species is based 
on the constancy of human nature and finds expression in a 
fundamental order which may be recognized in spite of the 
diversity of institutions which history presents, 

At the same time, the sociologist of human unity must have a 
philosophical attitude underlying his sociology. To conclude 
this brief survey of Comte’s thought, I think it would be useful to 
complete the picture of Comte the Philosopher, the outlines of 
which I have already sketched. 

Auguste Comte is a sociologist among Philosophers and a 
philosopher among sociologists. The indissoluble link between 
sociology and philosophy has its source in Comte’s first principle, 
namely, the affirmation of human unity, which implies a certain 
conception of man, his nature, his destiny, and the relation be- 
tween individual and collectivity. In order to try to reveal, not all, 
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but several of Comte’s philosophical ideas, it seems to me a good 
idea to relate his thinking as I have summarized it to the three 
aims which may be found in his work: the aim of the social 
reformer, the aim of the philosopher synthesizing the methods 
and results of the sciences, and, finally, the aim of the man who 
appoints himself high priest of a new religion, the religion of 
humanity — in which man as the Sublime Being is the object of 
love and worship. 

One way or another, most sociologists have been concerned 
with action, All the major sociological doctrines of the nineteenth 
century imply a transition from thought to action, or from science 

“to politics and ethics. This raises such questions as: How does 
the sociologist effect the transition from theory to practice? What 
sort of practical advice may be derived from sociology? Is there 
an over-all solution to the social problem as a whole, or only 
partial solutions to a number of specific problems? Finally, once 
a solution is arrived at, how does the sociologist imagine that he 
will transform it into a reality? 

If we had raised these questions with respect to Montesquieu, 
it seems to me that the answer would be this: Montesquieu 
sought to understand the diversity of social and historical insti- 
tutions. He was very cautious about making the transition from 
science, which is concerned with understanding, to politics, which 
is disposed to direct or advise. To be sure, there are occasional 
suggestions to legislators, but Montesquieu’s own preferences 
regarding various aspects of social organization have been, and 
still are, subject to debate. In any case, even if Montesquieu did 
give advice, he was a counsellor who condemned certain 
practices rather than advised what should be done; the lessons 
which Montesquieu drew from sociology are negative rather 
than positive. He would, for instance, suggest that slavery is 
contrary to human nature, that some sort of equality between 
men is part of the very essence of humanity. But, as soon as 
he treated a particular society at a certain period, the supreme 
counsel to be drawn from his works will be: examine these 
people, observe the milieu in which they live, consider their 
history, do not overlook their character, and try to use common 
sense. A fine programme, but not one of any great precision; 
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the looseness is, moreover, typical of Montesquieu, who did 
not dream of an over-all solution to what in the nineteenth 
century was referred to as ‘the crisis of our civilization’ or ‘the 
social problem’. 

In other words, Montesquieu conceived only the most cautious 
and limited translation from science to action, He suggested par- 
tial solutions, and not one over-all solution. He did not advocate 
the use of violence in order to make existing societies conform to 
his idea of the just order. He had no miraculous recipe whereby 
the prince is prudent and wise and the prince’s counsellors have 
read The Spirit of the Laws. Montesquieu was modest. 

Modesty was certainly not the outstanding quality of Auguste 
Comte as a social reformer. Unlike Montesquieu, he possessed 
the solution to the problem of society. Since human history is one 
and essential order underlies its variations, he was able to con- 
ceive beforehand what the fulfilment of human destiny, and the 
perfect realization of the social order, must be. 

In this conception, Comte neglected economics and politics in 
favour of science and ethics, The scientific organization of labour 
is necessary. He felt towards most reforming ideas the twofold 
scorn of the man of science and the founder of a religion. He was 
convinced that societies have the governments they deserve, 
those which correspond to the state of their social organization. 
He did not believe that by changing the government and the con- 
stitution man puts an end to the underlying troubles of society. 
He was a social reformer; he did want to eliminate the traces of 
the feudal and theological mentality, to convince his contem- 
poraries that war is obsolete and colonial conquest absurd. But 
to him these truths were so obvious that he did not concentrate on 
demonstrating them. His first concern was to spread a way of 
thinking which would automatically lead to the just organization 
of society and of the state. To make all men positivists, to make 
them understand that the positivist system is the logical solution 
to the problem of the temporal order, to inculcate disinterested- 
ness and love with regard to the spiritual or moral order — that is 
his goal. 

The paradox is that this essential order which Auguste Comte 
sought to achieve must, according to his philosophy, be achieved 
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of itself. For if the laws of positivist statics amount to an un- 
changing order, the laws of positivist dynamics give us assurance 
that the essential order will fulfil itself. This is a contradiction 
which occurred in another form in Marx’s thinking, but Comte’s 
solution was quite different. 

Like Montesquieu — even more than Montesquieu — Auguste 
Comte was opposed to violence. He did not believe that the solu- 
tion to the crisis of modern society lies in revolution or civil war, 
or that by these means societies will fulfil their destinies. He 
admitted that it will take time to effect the transition from today’s 
lacerated societies to the reconciled societies of tomorrow. But 
at the same time he justified action, and the efforts of men of 
good will, by means of what he called the modifiable character of 
fatality. History is subject to laws, and thanks to Auguste Comte, 
we are not ignorant of the order towards which human societies 
are spontaneously evolving. But this evolution may take more or 
less time and cost more or less bloodshed. In the length and 
modes of that evolution, itself inevitable, is expressed man’s 
share of freedom. According to Comte, the higher one rises on 
the ladder of being, from the simplest to the most complex, the 
wider the margin of freedom — or, to use his barbarous expres- 
sion, the margin of modifiability of fatality. Now, what is most 
complex is society — or still more, the individual social being, 
object of the seventh science, i.e. ethics} in his latest classification 
of the sciences. Hence it is in human history that the laws allow 
men the greatest freedom. 3 

The sociologist-social reformer, according to Comte, is not, 
therefore, the engineer of particular reforms. Nor is he the 
prophet of violence, like Marx. Comte was the serene herald of 
the new order. The sociologist is a sort of peace-loving prophet 
who trains our minds, rallies our souls, and secondarily is himself 
the high priest of the sociological (or sociographical) religion. 

Let us turn now to our second theme, namely, sociology and 
the synthesis of the sciences. As we have seen, from his youth 
Comte had two ruling ideas: one was to reform society, and the 
other to establish the synthesis of all scientific knowledge. The 
connection between these two ideas should be perfectly clear by 
now. The only social reform worth the effort is one which would 
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transcend the theological and feudal way of thinking and propa- 
gate the positivist attitude, But this reform of collective thinking 
can only be the result of scientific progress. And the best way to 
establish the new science is to trace the progress of the positive 
spirit throughout history and into the existing sciences, 

Comte’s synthesis of the sciences is Possible only because of a 
conception of science which, in turn, is intimately related to his 
aims as a reformer and a sociologist. I should like to indicate a 
few of these Comtist views of science which explain the transi- 
tion from the positivism of his first Period to the positivism of the 
last, from the Cours to the Systéme, and which help us under- 
stand why a number of positivists who had followed Comte dur- 
ing the first part of his career felt that at the end of his life 
Comte had contradicted himself. 

Science, as Comte conceives it, is not an adventure. It is not an 
endless and infinite quest. Science is a source of dogmas. Comte 
wanted to eliminate the last traces of theological spirit, but in a 
sense he was born with certain theological pretensions, He was 
looking for truths acquired once and for all, never again to be 
brought in question. One of his convictions was that man is 
made, not to doubt, but to believe. The sciences lead us to sociol- 
ogy largely because they Provide us with a body of truths, 
acquired once and for all, which are equivalent to the dogmas of 
the past. 

Second, Comte believed that the essence of scientific truth is 
represented by what he called laws, that is, according to his 
system, either inevitable relations among phenomena or domi- 
nant and constant facts characteristic of a certain kind of being. 

Comte’s science is not a quest for a final explanation; it makes 
no claim to search out causes. It is content to observe the order 
that prevails in the world, not so much through disinterested 
curiosity as to take advantage of the resources nature offers and 
to establish order in our own minds, Hence science, as Auguste 
Comte conceived it, is pragmatic in two senses, It is pragmatic 
because it is the source from which technological solutions are 
drawn as inevitable consequences; it is pragmatic because it has 
an educational value in relation to our intelligence, or rather in 
relation to our consciousness. Our consciousness itself would be 
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chaotic, our subjective impressions — to use Comte’s terminology 
- would mingle-in a confused way and would produce nothing 
intelligible, were there not external to us an order which we dis- 
cover and which is the origin and source of the order of our in- 
telligence. 

I have no doubt that the founder of positivism would be out- 
raged by the sputniks, by the presumption of exploring space 
beyond the solar system. He would consider such an undertaking 
senseless: Why go so far when we do not know what to do where 
we are? Any science which did not have the virtue of revealing 
an order or enabling us to act was in his eyes useless and therefore 
undesirable. 

This conception of science logically brings us to sociology and 
ethics, as the culmination and fruition of the intrinsic purpose of 
science, If science were a search for the truth, an endless quest 
for explanation, a desire to grasp a meaning which escapes us, it 
might more closely resemble what science is in reality, but it 
would not be so likely to lead to sociology as the dogmatic-prag- 
Matic science conceived by Auguste Comte. 

Third, when Comte tried to unite the results and methods of 
the sciences, he discovered (or thought he discovered) a structure 
of reality which is necessary to man’s understanding of himself 
and the sociologists’ understanding of societies. I refer to the 
hierarchical structure of beings, in which each kind of creature is 
subject to laws. The governing idea of this hierarchical view of 
the world is that the inferior conditions, but does not determine, 
the superior, There is a hierarchy in nature, from the simplest to 
the most complex phenomena, from inorganic nature to organic 
nature, and, finally, to living creatures and man. Basically, this 


structure, even if it demands a certain development in order to be 
realized, is a quasi-immutable one. It is the hierarchy laid down 
bles us to locate social 


by nature. This hierarchical view ena 
Phenomena in their proper places and at the same time to deter- 
Mine the social hierarchy itself. ; 

Fourth, the contemporary sciences; which are the expression 
and fulfilment of the positive spirit, which must provide the dog- 
Mas of modern society, were not therefore free from an ever- 
‘Present danger inherent in their nature: the danger of dispersion 
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by analysis. Comte unceasingly reproached his scientific col- 
leagues for a double specialization which seemed to him to be 
excessive. The scientists studied one little section of reality, one 
little area of a science, and ignored the rest. This is scientific or 
analytical specialization, so to speak. Further, the scientists were 
not all as sure as Comte was that they represented the priests of 
modern society and that they ought to have exercised a spiritual 
authority. They were lamentably inclined to be content with their 
role as scientists, without ambition to reform the world. Deplor- 
able modesty, said Comte; a fatal aberration. The purely ana- 
lytical sciences would be more harmful than useful in the end. 
What is the point of an endless accumulation of facts? There 
must be a synthesis, It is Auguste Comte, naturally, who will 
work out the synthesis of the sciences. But it must be under- 
stood that this synthesis of the sciences has its centre or origin in 
sociology itself. Indeed, one might say that all the sciences con- 
verge on sociology, because the whole hierarchy of being cul- 
minates in the human species, which represents the highest level 
of complexity, nobility, and fragility among beings. 


Thus, when Comte established the synthesis of the sciences, to 
culminate in sociology, 


he was merely following, as it were, the 
natural direction of the sciences, which tended towards the 


science of society as towards their end, in the double sense of 
` conclusion and goal. 


Not only does the synthesis of the 
in relation to sociology, the science of the human species, but the 
only possible subjective principle for synthesis is, again, socio- 
logy. Why? Because the assembling of knowledge and methods is 


sciences function objectively 


one might be content to 
and relationships ad in- 
must consider objectively 
e human species, and one 


Thus there is, after all, a sort of primary Philosophy, 
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called it, in the Système de Politique Positive, with fifteen laws — 
some objective, others subjective — which help to explain how the 
sociologist synthesizes the findings of the sciences, because the 
sciences can achieve unity only in relation to mankind, objec- 
tively as well as subjectively. 

This enables us to propose another formulation: sociology, for 
Comte, is the science of the human mind. Man understands the 
human mind only on condition that he observe its activity and its 
productions throughout history and in society. One does not 
come to know the human mind either through introspection, in 
the manner of the psychologists, or by the method of reflexive 
analysis, in the manner of Kant. 

The true science of the human mind is what we would today 
call the sociology of knowledge. The true science of the human 
mind is the observation, analysis, and comprehension of the 
capacities of the human mind as they are revealed to us through 
their productions in the course of history. 

Sociology is also the science of the human mind, because the 
mind’s way of thinking and activity are at every moment insepar- 
able from the social context. There is no transcendental, timeless 
self which can be grasped by means of reflexive analysis. The 
mind is social; it is historical: the mind of each age, the mind of 
each thinker, is caught in a social context. 

But, in addition to achieving a synthesis of the sciences, 
Auguste Comte saw himself as the founder of the religion of 
humanity. He believed that the religion of our age may and must 
be of a positivist inspiration. It can no longer be the religion of 
the past, because the latter presupposes a way of thinking that is 
outmoded, The man of scientific mind, said Comte, can no 
longer believe in revelation, in the catechism of the Church, or in 
divinity according to the traditional conception. On the other 
hand, religion answers a permanent need in man. Man needs 
religion because he needs to love something greater than him- 
self. Societies need religion because they need spiritual power, 
which at once sanctifies and shapes the temporal power. Only 
a religion can restore to its place the technical hierarchy of 
ability and superimpose on it a (possibly opposing) hierarchy of 
merit, 
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What, then, will this religion be which will answer these per- 
petual needs of a humanity in search of unity and love? It will be 
the religion of humanity itself. But let us consider this. The hier- 
archy of moral worth which must be created may be opposed to 
the temporal hierarchy. The humanity Comte asked us to love is 
not humanity as it is, in all its injustice and vulgarity. The 
humanity he asked us to love is not all men, but those men who 
survive in their descendants, those who have lived in such a way 
as to leave works or examples. 

If Comte’s ‘humanity’ consists of more dead than living mem- 
bers, it is not because there are statistically more dead than living 
men; it is because only the dead survive as the humanity we must 
love, the humanity worthy of what Comte called subjective 
immortality, 

In other words, the Great Being, the humanity Comte asked us 
to love, is the best men have had or done; in the end it is, in a 
sense, what transcends men in man, 

Is this essential humanity which we love in the form of the 
Great Being so different from the humanity achieved and trans- 
cended in the God of the traditional religions? I realize that 
there is a fundamental difference between loving humanity, as 
Comte asked us to do, and loving the transcendent God of the 
traditional religions. But the God of Christianity became man ; 
and the relation between essential humanity and divinity in the 
Western religious tradition lends itself to various interpretations. 
For my part, I believe Comte’s religion — which, as you know, 
has not had a great worldly success — is not so absurd as is gener- 
ally. believed. In any case, it seems to me superior in the main to 
many other religious or semireligious ideas which other sociolo- 
gists have circulated, either voluntarily or involuntarily, Surely it 
is better to love the essential humanity, of which great men are 
the expression and symbol, than to cherish an economic and 
social order to the point of mortally detesting all those who do 


not believe in its sanctity, If one insists on deriving a religion from 
sociology (which I do not), the only one that seems to me think- 
able, were I forced to do so, is that of Auguste Comte, because 
it does not instruct us to love one society among others, which 
would be tribal fanaticism, or to love the social order of the 
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future, which no one knows and in whose name one begins by 
exterminating all sceptics. What Comte wanted us to love is 
neither the French society of today, nor the Russian society of 
tomorrow, nor the American society of the day after tomorrow, 
but the essential humanity which certain men have been able to 
achieve and towards which all men should raise themselves. 
Perhaps this is not a ‘love object’ which readily affects most 
men; but of all the sociological religions, Comte’s sociocracy 
seems to me philosophically the best. 

Of course, this may be the reason why it has been politically 
the weakest. It is difficult for men to love what would unite them 
and not to love what divides them, once they no longer love 
transcendent realities. 

We know that Auguste Comte would probably not have con- 
ceived the religion of humanity if he had not been in love with 
Clotilde de Vaux. We are, therefore, free to regard this religion 
as a biographical accident. But this biographical accident does 
not, nevertheless, seem to me to lack significance, if my basic 
interpretation of Comte’s thinking is correct. For, as I have said, 
Comte is the sociologist of human unity and one of the possible, 
if not inevitable, results of this sociology of human unity is the 
religion of human unity, Comte wanted men, though they are 
destined to live indefinitely in separate temporal societies, to be 
united by common convictions and by a single object of their 
love. Since this object could have no transcendent existence, was 
there any other solution but to imagine men united in the wor- 
ship of their own unity by the desire to achieve and to love that 
which, regardless of centuries and cultures, transcends all parti- 
cularity? 
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Karl Marx 


IT is really no more difficult to present Marx’s leading ideas than 
those of Montesquieu or Comte; if only there were not so many 
millions of Marxists, there would be no question at all about 
what Marx’s leading ideas are or what is central to his thought. 
Marx was, first and foremost, the sociologist and economist of 
the capitalist régime. He had a certain conception of that régime, 
of the destiny it imposed upon men, and of the evolution it 
would undergo. As sociologist-economist of the régime he called 
capitalist, he had no precise image of what the socialist régime 
would be, and he repeatedly said that man cannot know the 
future in advance. It is of no great interest, therefore, to wonder 
whether, if Marx were alive, he would be a Stalinist, a Trotskyite, 
a Khrushchevian, a Maoist, or something else. Marx had the 
fortune, or misfortune, to live a century ago. He gave no answers 
to the questions we are asking today. We can give those answers 
for him, but they are our answers and not his. To wonder what 
Marx would have thought, had he lived in another century, is like 
other Marx would have thought, instead of the 


wondering what an 
problematical and of 


real Marx. An answer is possible, but it is 


questionable interest. ne 
Nevertheless, it is certainly a complicating fact that today 


almost a billion human beings are taught a doctrine which, rightly 
or wrongly, is labelled Marxist. A certain interpretation of 
Marx’s doctrine has become the official ideology first of the 
Russian state, next of the states of Eastern Europe, and finally of 
the Chinese state. This official doctrine claims to give the true 
interpretation of Marx’s thought. It is enough for a sociologist 
or, more modestly, a teacher to present a certain interpretation of 
Marx’s thought for him to become, in the eyes of supporters of 
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the official doctrine, a mouthpiece of the bourgeoisie, of capi- 

i d of imperialism. Fs 
ae official adhe presents qualities of oversimplification 
and exaggeration inseparable from the fact of its being taught as a 
catechism to mentalities of various sorts. However, there are also 
- outside the dominion of official Marxism — self-proclaimed 
Marxist thinkers who provide us with a series of interpretations, 
each more intelligent and ingenious than the last, of Marx’s 
innermost, ultimate thought. These interpretations have given 
rise to passionate debates, interesting publications, and learned 
controversies — all of which, however, belong more to café 
philosophy than to world history. 

I shall not strive for a supremely ingenious interpretation of 
Marx. I believe that Marx’s central ideas are simpler than many 
Marxists would have us think and that they are to be found, not 
in his youthful or marginal writings, but in those which he pub- 
lished and which he himself always regarded as the chief expres- 
sion of his thought. 

Not that there are no intrinsic difficulties. These difficulties 
have to do, first, with the fact that Marx was a prolific writer and 
that, as is sometimes the case with sociologists, he wrote both 
journalism and immense books of several hundred pages. Since 
he wrote a great deal, he did not always say the same thing on 
the same subject. With a little ingenuity and erudition, one can 
find Marxist formulas on most subjects which 
agree, 
tions, 


do not seem to 
or which at least lend themselves to various interpreta- 


Moreover, Marx’s canon includes wo: 
economic theory, and history, 
to be found in the scientific w. 
the implicit theory employe 


tks of sociological theory, 
and sometimes the explicit theory 
titings seems to be contradicted by 
d in the books of history. For ex- 
ample, Marx offered a certain conception of class; but when he 
analysed historically the class Struggle in France between 1848 
and 1850 or the coup d’état of Napoleon III or the history of the 
Commune, the classes which he Tecognized and to which he 


assigned roles in the drama are not necessarily those implied by 
his theory. 


Besides the diversity of works, we must take into consideration 
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the diversity of periods. There has been a general agreement to 
distinguish two main divisions. The first, the so-called youthful 
period, comprises the writings between 1841 and 1847 or 1848. 
Among the writings of this stage, some were published during 
Marx’s lifetime: short articles or essays like the Introduction to 
the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law or the essay on The 
Jewish Question. 

Among the more important works of this period which were 
known for some time are The Holy Family anda polemic against 
Proudhon entitled The Poverty of Philosophy, a reply to Proud- 
hon’s book The Philosophy of Poverty. The other writings of this 
period were not published until long after Marx’s death, because 
publication of the whole body of his work dates from 1931. It is 
only after this date that there arose a whole literature reinter- 
preting Marx’s thought in the light of his youthful writings. 
Among these writings that have received considerable attention, 
there are a fragment of a critique of Hegel’s philosophy of law, a 
text entitled Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, and 
finally a very important work entitled The German Ideology. 

This youthful period is thought to end with The German 
Ideology, The Poverty of Philosophy, and, above ail, the famous 
little classic called The Communist Manifesto, a masterpiece of the 
sociological literature of propaganda in which Marx’s leading 
ideas are set forth for the first time, in a manner both lucid and 
impressive. 

It might be said-that, from 1848 until the end of his life, Marx 
apparently ceased to be a philosopher and became a sociologist 
and, above all, an economist. The majority of those who now 
declare themselves to be more or less Marxists have the annoying 
peculiarity of being ignorant of the political economy of our 
age; Marx did not share this weakness. He had received an 
admirable economic education and knew the economic thinking 
of his time as few men did. He was; and wanted to be, an econo- 
mist in the strict and scientific sense of the word. 

In this second period of his life, his two most important works 
are an 1859 text entitled A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy and, of course, Marx’s masterpiece, the heart of his 
thought, Capital. 
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Marx had a certain philosophical vision of the historical pro- 
cess. That he gave the contradictions of capitalism a philosophical 
significance is possible and even probable. But the essence of 
Marx’s scientific effort has been to demonstrate scientifically 
what was for him the inevitable evolution of the capitalist sys- 
tem. Any interpretation of Marx which finds no place for Capital, 
or is able to summarize it in a few pages, is a deviation from what 
Marx himself thought and desired. 

It is always possible to say that the great thinker misunder- 
stood himself and that the essential texts are those he scorned to 
publish. But one must be very sure of one’s genius to be con- 
vinced of understanding a great writer so much better than he 
understood himself. When one is less sure of one’s genius, it is 
better to begin by understanding the writer as he understood 
himself and thus to assign the central place in Marxism to 
Capital, and not to the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts or 
The German Ideology, the incomplete (though perhaps highly 
original) rough drafts of a young man speculating on Hegel and 
capitalism at a time when he certainly knew Hegel better than he 
knew capitalism, 

I shall therefore begin my own analysis of Marx with Marx’s 
mature thought, i.e. with 1848, and it is in The Communist 
Manifesto, the Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 
and Capital that I shall seek Marx’s own thought; I shall reserve 
for later an inquiry into the Philosophical background of his 
historico-sociological concepts, 

One last remark, before beginning my exposition, For over a 
century, many schools shared a tendency to call themselves 
Marxist, although they offered different versions of his thought. 
In my exposition, I shall not attempt to judge their merit, Instead, 
I shall try to show why the themes of Marx’s thought are simple 


and deceptively clear but lend themselves to interpretations 


among which it is impossible to choose with certainty, Any 
theory that becomes the ideology of a political movement or the 
official doctrine of a state must lend itself to simplification for the 
simple and to subtlety for the subtle, There is no question that 
Marx’s thought presents these virtues in the highest degree, 

* 
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As I have said, Marx’s thought is an analysis and an interpre- 
tation of capitalist society in terms of its current functioning, its 
present structure, and its necessary evolution. Auguste Comte 
had developed a theory of what he called industrial society, that 
is, of the major characteristics of all modern societies. The 
essential antithesis in Comte’s thinking is between the feudal, 
military, theological societies of the past and the industrial and 
scientific societies of the present. Unquestionably Marx, too, 
believed that modern societies are industrial and scientific in com- 
parison with past military and theological societies, But instead of 
assigning the central position in his interpretation to the anti- 
nomy between the societies of the past and the societies of the 
present, Marx assigned it to the contradiction, in his eyes inher- 
ent in modern society, which he called capitalism. 

While in positivism the conflicts between labour and manage- 
ment are marginal phenomena, imperfections of industrial soci- 
ety which are relatively easy to correct, in Marx’s thought 
conflicts between labour and management — or, to use the Marxist 
vocabulary, between the proletariat and the capitalists — are the 
major fact of modern societies, the one that reveals the essential 
nature of these societies and thereby enables us to anticipate their 
historical development. Marx’s thought is an interpretation of 
the contradictory or antagonistic character of capitalist society. 
In a certain sense, Marx’s whole canon is an attempt to show that 
this antagonistic character is inseparable from the fundamental 
structure of the capitalist system and is, at the same time, the 
mechanism of the historic movement. 

I shall present rapidly the major ideas first of The Communist 
Manifesto, next of the Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy, and finally of Capital. These three famous texts 
are three ways of explaining, establishing, and describing the 
antagonistic character of the capitalist system. 

If it is clearly understood that the centre of Marx’s thought is 
his assertion of the antagonistic character of the capitalist system, 
then it is immediately apparent why it is impossible to separate 
the analyst of capitalism from the prophet of socialism or, again, 
the sociologist from the man of action; for,to show the an- 
tagonistic character of the capitalist system irresistibly leads to 
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predicting the self-destruction of capitalism and thence to 
urging men to contribute something to the fulfilment of this 
prearranged destiny. s : 

The Communist Manifesto is a propaganda pamphlet in which 
Marx and Engels presented some of their scientific ideas in col- 
lective form. Its central theme is the class struggle. All history is 
the history of the class struggle: free men and slaves, patricians 
and plebeians, barons and serfs, master artisans and journeymen 
— in short, oppressors and oppressed — have been in constant 
opposition to one another and have carried on an unceasing 
struggle, at times secret, at times open, which has always ended 
with a revolutionary transformation of the whole society or with 
the mutual destruction of the warring classes, 

Here, then, is the first decisive idea: human history is charac- 
terized by the struggle of human groups which will be called 
social classes, whose definition remains for a moment ambiguous, 
but which are characterized in the first place by an antagonism 
between oppressors and oppressed and in the second place by a 

ds a polarization into two blocs, and only two. 


the ruling and exploiting class of modern society, namely the 


bourgeoisie, presents certain characteristics which are without 
precedent, 


The bourgeoisie is incapab! 
without permanently revoluti 
tion, The bourgeoisie, 
production further in 


communities, But just as the force 
rise to the capitalist régime had dey 
society, so the forces of productio 
socialist régime are ripening in the 

What is the basis of this antago 
society? It is the contradiction b 


S of production which gave 
eloped in the heart of feudal 
n which will give rise to the 
heart of modern society. 

nism characteristic of capitalist 
etween the forces and the rela- 
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tions of production. The bourgeoisie is constantly creating more 
powerful means of production. But the relations of production — 
that is, apparently, both the relations of ownership and the distri- 
bution of income — are not transformed at the same rate. The 
capitalist system is able to produce more and more, but in spite 
of this increase in wealth, poverty remains the lot of the majority. 
This contradiction will eventually produce a revolutionary crisis. 
The proletariat, which constitutes and will increasingly consti- 
tute the vast majority of the population, will become a class, that 
is, a social entity aspiring to the seizure of power and the trans- 
formation of social relations. But the revolution of the proletariat 
will differ in kind from all past revolutions. All the revolutions 
of the past were accomplished by minorities for the benefit of 
minorities, The revolution of the proletariat will be accomplished 
by the vast majority for the benefit of all. The proletarian revolu- 
tion will therefore mark the end of classes and of the antagonistic 
character of capitalist society. 

Marx did not deny that between capitalists and proletarians 
there are today a number of intermediate groups — artisans, 
petite bourgeoisie, merchants, peasant landowners. But he made 
two statements. First, along with the evolution of the capitalist 
régime there will be a tendency towards crystallization of social 
relations into two groups, and only two: the capitalists on the one 
hand, and the proletarians on the other. Two classes, and only 
two, represent a possibility for a political régime and an idea of a 
social régime. On the day of the decisive conflict, every man will 
be obliged to join either the capitalists or the proletarians. On the 
day when the proletarian class seizes power, there will be a final 
break with the course of all previous history. In fact, the anta- 
gonistic character of all known societies will disappear. 

We read at the end of the second chapter of The Communist 
Manifesto: 


When, in the course of development, class distinctions have disap- 
peared and all production has been concentrated in the hands of a vast 
association of the whole nation, the public power will lose its political 
character. Political power, properly so called, is merely the organized 
Power of one class for oppressing another. If the proletariat during its 
contact with the bourgeoisie is compelled by the force of circumstances 
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to organize itself into a class; if by means of a revolution it makes itself 
into the ruling class and, as such, sweeps away by force the old condi- 
tions of production, then it will, along with these conditions, have 
swept away the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms and of 
classes generally, and will thereby have abolished its own supremacy as 
a class. 

In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class an- 
tagonisms, we shall have an association in which the free development 
of each is the condition for the free development of all. 


This passage is altogether characteristic of one of the essential 
themes of Marx’s theory. We have seen from Comte’s positivism 
that the writers of the early nineteenth century had a tendency to 
regard politics or the state as a phenomenon secondary to the 
essential, economic or social, phenomena. Marx belonged to this 
general trend, and he, too, regarded politics and the state as phe- 
nomena secondary to what is happening within the society itself. 

As a consequence, he presented political power as the expres- 
sion of social conflicts, Political power is the means by which the 
ruling class, the exploiting class, maintains its domination and its 
exploitation. According to this line of thought, the abolition of 
class contradictions must logically entail the disappearance of 
politics and of the State, because politics and the state are seem- 
ingly the by-products or the expressions of social conflicts, 

Such are the themes of Marx’s historical vision and of his 
political propaganda. The aim of his science is to provide a strict 
demonstration of the antagonistic character of capitalist society, 
the inevitable self-destruction of an antagonistic society, and the 


revolutionary explosion that will put an end to the anta; 


gonistic 
character of modern society. 


2 


I HAVE suggested that the centre of Marx’s thought was his inter- 
pretation of the capitalist system as contradictory, i.e. as domi- 
nated by the class struggle. Auguste Comte thought that the 
society of his age lacked consensus because of the juxtaposition of 
institutions dating from theological and feudal societies and insti- 
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tutions belonging to industrial society. Observing the lack of 
consensus about him, he turned to the past for a demonstration 
of the principles of consensus in historical societies. Marx ob- 
served — or thought he observed — a class struggle in capitalist 
society, and he rediscovered in the different societies of history 
the equivalent of the class struggle. 

According to Marx, the class struggle tends towards a simpli- 
fication. The different social groups will be polarized, some 
around the bourgeoisie, others around the proletariat, and it is the 
development of the forces of production that will be the mech- 
anism of the historical movement. This movement will result, 
through proletarization and pauperization, in a revolutionary 
explosion and the advent, for the first time in history, of a 
society without conflict. 

Starting with these general themes of Marx’s historical inter- 
pretation, we have two questions to answer. First, what is Marx’s 
general theory of society which accounts both for the contra- 
dictions of present society and for the antagonistic character of 
all known societies? Second, what are the structure, the mode of 
operation, and the specific evolution of capitalist society which 
explain the modern class struggle and the revolutionary outcome 
of the capitalist system? : 

In other words, beginning with the Marxist themes we find in 
The Communist Manifesto, we must explain: (1) the general 
theory of society commonly called historical materialism or, more 
recently, dialectical materialism and (2) Marx’s essential econo- 
mic ideas as they are found in Capital. 

To simplify the exposition, I shall quote a famous passage — 


probably the most famous in Marx — which occurs in the Preface 


to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, in which 
Marx summarized his sociological conception as a whole: 


which I arrived and which, once obtained, 
dies, may be summarized as follows. In the 
social production which men carry on they enter into definite rel-tions 
that are indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of 
Production correspond to a definite stage of development of their 
material powers of production. The sum total of these relations of 
production constitutes the economic structure of society — the real 


The general conclusion at 
served to guide me in my stu’ 
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foundation on which rise legal and Political superstructures and to 
which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of 
production in material life determines the general character of the 
social, political and spiritual processes of life. It is not the conscious- 
ness of men that determines their existence, but, on the contrary, their 
social existence determines their consciousness. At a certain stage of 
their development, the material forces of production in society come 
into conflict with the existing relations of production, or — what is 
but a legal expression for the same thing — with the property relations 
within which they had been at work. From forms of development of the 
forces of production, these relations turn into their fetters. Then comes 
the period of social revolution. With the change of the economic founda- 
tion the entire immense superstructure is more or less rapidly trans- 
formed. In considering such transformation the distinction should 
always be made between the material transformation of the economic 
conditions of production which can be determined with the precision 
of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or philo- 
sophic — in short ideological — forms in which men become conscious 
of this conflict and fight it out. Just as our opinion of an individual is 
not based on what he thinks of himself, so we cannot judge of such a 
Period of transformation by its own consciousness 8 
this consciousness must rather be explained from the contradictions of 
material life, from the existing conflict between the social forces of 
production and the relations of Production. No social order ever 
disappears before all the productive forces, for which there is room in 
it, have been developed; and the new higher relations of production 


never appear before the material conditions of their, existence have 
matured in the womb of the old society. 
takes up only such problems as it can 
matter more closely, 
only when the mate: 


exist or are at least in the Process of formation, 


on the contrary, 


olution already 
In broad outlines we 
the feudal, and the modern 
many epochs in the progress 
- The bourgeois relations of 


luctive forces developing in the 
material conditions for the solu- 
formation constitutes, therefore, 
Stage of human society, 
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This passage contains all the essential ideas of Marx’s econo- 
mic interpretation of history — with the sole reservation, to 
which I call attention, that neither the concept of class nor the 
concept of class struggle figures in it explicitly. 

The first and essential idea is that men enter into definite rela- 
tions that are independent of their will. In other words, we can 
follow the movement of history by analysing the structure of 
societies, the forces of production, and the relations of produc- 
tion, and not by basing our interpretation on men’s ways of 
thinking about themselves. There are social relations which 
impose themselves on individuals exclusive of their preferences, 
and an understanding of the historical process depends on our 
awareness of these supra-individual social relations. 

Second, in every society there can be distinguished the econo- 
mic base, or infrastructure, as it has come to be called, and the 
superstructure. The infrastructure consists essentially of the 
forces and relations of production, while within the superstruc- 
ture figure the legal and political institutions as well as ways of 
thinking, ideologies, and philosophies. 

Third, the mechanism of the historical movement is the con- 
tradiction, at certain moments in evolution, between the forces 
and the relations of production. The forces of production seem to 
be essentially a given society’s capacity to produce, a capacity 
which is a function of scientific knowledge, technological equip- 
ment, and the organization of collective labour. The relations of 
production, which are not too precisely defined in the passage I 
have quoted, seem to be essentially distinguished by relations of 
Property. Indeed, we have the formula, ‘existing relations of 
Production, or — what is but a legal expression for the same 
thing —. . . the property relations within which they had been at 
work,’ However, relations of production need not be identified 
with relations of property; or at any rate relations of production 
may include, in addition to property relations; distribution of 
national income (which is itself more or less strictly determined 
by property relations). 

Fourth, into this contradiction 
Production it is easy to introduce the c 
again, the passage I have quoted does not T 

121 


between forces and relations of 
lass struggle, although, 
efer to it. Indeed, we 


KARL MARX 


need merely suppose that in revolutionary periods — that is, 
periods of contradiction between the forces and relations of 
production — one class is attached to the old relations of produc- 
tion which are becoming an obstacle to the development of the 
forces of production, and another class, on the contrary, is pro- 
gressive and represents new relations of production which, in- 
stead of being an obstacle in the way of the development of the 
forces of production, will favour the maximum growth of those 
forces. 

If we turn from these abstract formulas to the interpretation of 
capitalism, the result is as follows: In capitalist society, the bour- 
geoïisie is attached to private ownership of the means of production 
and therefore to a certain distribution of national income, On the 
other hand, the proletariat, which constitutes the opposite pole 
of society and represents another organization of the collectivity, 
becomes, at a certain moment in history, the representative of a 
new social organization which will be more progressive than the 
capitalist organization. This new organization will mark a later 
phase of the historical Process, a further development of the forces 
of production, a stage in the course of a progressive history. 

Fifth, this dialectic of the forces and relations of production 
also implies a theory of revolution. For in this vision of history, 
revolutions are not political accidents, but the expression of a 


historical necessity. Revolutions Perform necessary functions. 
Revolutions occur when the conditio; 


ms for them are given, Re- 
member the key sentence: ‘No social order ever disappears 
before all the productive forces for which there is room in it have 
been developed; and the n 


production were first de 
womb of feudal society. The Fre: 


the new capitalist relations of 
degree of maturity. And 
analogous process for 
The forces of produ 
capitalist society ; 
the womb of the 


veloped in the 
nch Revolution occurred when 
Production had attained a certain 
„at least in this Passage, Marx foresaw an 
the transition from capitalism to socialism. 
ction must be developed in the womb of: 
socialist relations of Production must mature in 
Present society before the revolution which will 
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mark the end of ‘prehistory’ is to occur. It is because of this 
theory of revolution that the Second International, social democ- 
racy, tended towards a relatively passive attitude; the forces and 
relations of production of the future had to be allowed to mature 
before a revolution could be accomplished. Mankind, said Marx, 
always takes up only such problems as it can solve: social de- 
mocracy was’afraid of bringing about the revolution too soon, 
which explains why it never did; but that is another matter. 

Sixth, in this historical interpretation, Marx not only disting- 
uished infrastructure and superstructure; he also opposed social 
reality to consciousness. It is not men’s consciousness that deter- 
mines reality; on the contrary, it is the social reality that deter- 
mines their consciousness. This results in an over-all conception 
in which men’s ways of thinking must be explained in terms of 
the social relations of which they are a part. Statements of this 
kind may provide a basis for what is referred to today as the 
sociology of knowledge. 

Finally, a last theme contained in this passage: Marx sketched 
the stages of human history. Just as Auguste Comte differenti- 
ated moments of human evolution on the basis of ways of think- 
ing, so Marx differentiated stages of human history on the basis 
of their economic régimes; and he distinguished four of these or, 
in his terminology, four modes of production which he called the 
Asiatic, the ancient, the feudal, and the bourgeots. 7 

These four modes may be divided into two groups. The ancient, 
feudal, and bourgeois modes of production have been realized in 
the history of the West. They are the three stages of Western 
history, and each is characterized by the type of relationship 
among the men who work. The ancient mode of production is 
characterized by slavery, the feudal mode of production by serf- 
dom, and the bourgeois mode of production by wage earning. 
They constitute three distinct modes of man’s exploitation by 
man. The bourgeois mode of production constitutes the last anta- 
gonistic social formation because, Or rather to the extent that, 
the socialist mode of production, i.e. the association of pro- 
ducers, no longer involves man’s exploitation by man or the 
Subordination of manual labourers to a class wielding both 
ownership of the means of production and political power. 
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On the other hand, the Asiatic mode of production does aor 
seem to constitute a stage in Western history. Hence Marx’s 
interpreters have endlessly debated the unity or non-unity of the 
historical process. For if the Asiatic mode of production charac- 
terizes a civilization distinct from the West, it is probable that 
several lines of historical evolution are possible, depending on 
the human group in question. Moreover, the Asiatic mode of 
production does not seem to be distinguished by the subordina- 
tion of slaves, serfs, or wage earners to a class possessing the 
instruments of production, but by the subordination of all the 
workers to the state. If this interpretation of the Asiatic mode of 
production is correct, the social structure would be characterized 
not by class struggle in the Western sense of the term, but by the 
exploitation of the whole society by the state or the bureaucratic 
class. 

You see what use can be made of the notion of the Asiatic 
mode of production, Indeed, it is conceivable that in the event of 
the socialization of the means of production, capitalism might 
result, not in the end of all exploitation, but in the spread of the 
Asiatic mode of production to all mankind. Those sociologists 
who dislike Soviet society have commented at length on these 
passing remarks on the Asiatic mode of production. They have 
even found in Lenin certain Passages expressing the fear that a 
socialist revolution might result, not in the end of man’s exploi- 
tation by man, but in the Asiatic mode of production, and from 

the passages they have drawn conclusions whose political nature 
may be readily divined. 

But for the moment we are not co; 


conclusions, Rather, we must recognize the fact that Marx, con- 
sidering that each society is characterized by its infrastructure or 
mode of production, distinguished four modes of production, or 
four stages in the history of mankind, prior to the socialist mode 
of production, which is situated beyond ‘prehistory’, 

Such, in my opinion, are the leading ideas of Marx’s economic 
interpretation of history. We have not been concerned with such 
a complex philosophical problem as: To what extent is this 
economic interpretation separable or inseparable from a materia- 
list metaphysic? For the moment, 


cerned with these political 


let us confine ourselves to the 
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leading ideas which are obviously those Marx expounded and 
which, moreover, admit of a certain degree of obscurity or am- 
biguity, inasmuch as the exact definitions of infrastructure and 
superstructure may constitute — and have constituted — the sub- 
ject of endless debate. 


Let us now turn to the second task on our agenda, namely, 
Capital. Capital has been the subject of two kinds of interpreta- 
tion. For some — Schumpeter most recently — it is essentially a 
book of scientific economics without philosophical implications. 
For others, it is a kind of phenomenological or existential analysis 
of economics, and a few passages which lend themselves to a 
philosophical interpretation — for example, the chapter on com- 
modity fetishism - supposedly provide the key to Marx’s 
thought, Without entering into these controversies, I shall offer 
my own personal interpretation. 

In my opinion, Marx regarded himself as a scientific econo- 
mist, In the manner of the English economists on whom he was 
raised, he thought of himself as both heir to and critic of English 
political economy. He was convinced that he retained whatever is 
best in this economics, at the same time correcting its errors and 
transcending those limitations which may be imputed to the 
capitalist or bourgeois point of view. When Marx analysed value, 
exchange, exploitation, surplus value, and profit, he wanted to be 
a pure economist, and he would not have dreamed of justifying 
some scientifically inaccurate or questionable statement by in- 
voking a philosophical intent. Marx took science seriously, and I 
think we must do likewise. 

But Marx was not an English economist of strict observance 


for a couple of very specific reasons which he has, in fact, indi- 


cated, and we need only recognize these in order to understand 


how to classify his work. 


Marx reproached the classical economists for having consider- 


ed the laws of capitalist economy universally valid. According to 
him, each economic régime has its own economic laws. The 
economic laws of the classical economists are, in the circum- 
stances in which they are true, merely the laws of the capitalist 
régime. Hence the first important modification: we shift from the 
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idea of an economic theory which is universally valid to the idea 
of the specificity of the economic laws of each régime, 

Second, a given economic régime cannot be understood apart 
from its social structure. There are economic laws characteristic 
of each régime, because economic laws are, so to speak, the 
abstract expression of the social relations that define a certain 
mode of production. For example, in the capitalist régime, as we 
shall see, it is the social structure which explains the essential 
economic phenomenon of exploitation, and similarly it is the 
social structure which determines the inevitable self-destruction 
of the capitalist régime. 
` Inother words, 


4S successful. No attempt of this kind has 
succeeded to date. By thi 


ceede s I mean that today’s economic or 
sociological knowledge makes use of valid partial analyses of 


capitalism’s mode of functioning, of valid S 


necessary way social stru i 
of men in the régime, 
there no theory that 


the destiny 
gime. Why is 


3 that is, perhaps be- 
onal and ‘necessary’ to this degree, 
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However this may be, to understand Capital is to understand 
how Marx sought to,analyse simultaneously the functioning and 
the evolution of the régime and to describe the destiny of man- 
kind within the régime. 

As you know, Capital consists of three volumes. Only the first 
volume was published by Marx himself; Volumes II and III are 
posthumous. They were culled by Engels from Marx’s many 
manuscripts and are far from being complete. The interpreta- 
tions to be found in Volumes II and III are open to question 
because certain passages seem contradictory. I have no intention 
of summarizing here the whole of Capital, but it does not seem 
impossible to select the essential themes which are those Marx 
emphasized and are also those that have had the most influence 
in history. 

The first theme, present from the beginning of Capital, is that 
the essence of capitalism is above all the pursuit of profit. Capi- 
talism, in so far as it is based on private ownership of the means 
of production, is also based on the pursuit of profit by the entre- 
preneurs or producers. 

When, in his last work, Stalin wrote that the fundamental law 
of capitalism was pursuit of maximum profit, while the funda- 
mental law of socialism was satisfaction of the needs of the masses 
and the raising of their cultural level, he of course vulgarized 
Marx’s theory from the level of higher education down to ‘the 
level of elementary education, but he did retain the initial 
theme of Marxist analysis which is found in the first pages of 
Capital, These pages contrast the two modes of exchange. 
There is one type of exchange which proceeds from commodity 
to commodity by way of money. You possess goods for which 
you have no use, and you exchange them for goods which 
you need, giving the goods you had to someone who wants 
them. This exchange may operate in a direct manner, in which 
case it is barter; or it may operate in an indirect manner, 
by way of money, which is the universal equivalent for mer- 
chandise. J n 

The exchange which proceeds from commodity to commodity 
might be regarded as the immediately intelligible, immediately 
human exchange, but it is also the exchange which does not 
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release any profit or surplus. As long as you proceed from com- 
modity to commodity, you are in a relation of equality. 

There is, however, a second type of exchange, one that pro- 
ceeds from money to money by way of commodity and which has 
this peculiarity: that at the end of the process of exchange yon 
have a greater sum of money than you had initially. Now, this 
type of exchange — proceeding from money to money by way of 
commodity — is the exchange characteristic of capitalism. In 
capitalism, the entrepreneur or producer does not proceed by 
way of money from a commodity he does not need to another 
commodity he does need; the essence of capitalist exchange is to 
proceed from money to money by way of commodity and to end 
up with more money than one had at the outset. 

This type of exchange is in Marx’s eyes the capitalist exchange 
par excellence and is also the most mysterious type of exchange. 
How is it that one can acquire something by exchange which one 
did not possess to begin with, or at least have more than one had 
to begin with? This leads to what is for Marx the central problem 
of capitalism, which might be stated as follows: Where does 
profit come from? How can there be a régime in which the 
essential impulse to activity is the pursuit of profit and in which 
producers and merchants are able, for the most part, to make a 
profit? 

Marx is convinced that he has found a satisfactory answer to 
this question. By means of the theory of surplus value, he proves 
both that everything is exchanged at its value and that neverthe- 
less there is a source of profit. The stages of this demonstration 
are these: theory of value, theory of wages, and finally surplus 
value. 

First proposition : The value of any commodity is roughly pro- 
portional to the quantity of average human labour contained in it. 
This is what is called the theory of value. 

Second proposition: The value of labour is measured in the 
same way as the value of any commodity. The wage the capitalist 
pays the wage earner in compensation for the labour power the 
latter rents to him is equal to the amount of human labour 
necessary to produce the merchandise indispensable for the exist- 
ence of the worker and his family. Human labour is paid at its 
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value, in conformity with the general law of value valid for all 
commodities. 

Third proposition : The labour time necessary for the worker to 
produce a value equal to the one he receives in the form of wages 
is less than the actual duration of his work. Let us say that the 
worker produces in five hours a value equal to the one contained 
in his wage, and that he works ten hours. Thus he works half of 
his time for himself and the other half for the entrepreneur. Let 
us use the term ‘surplus value’ to refer to the quantity of value 
produced by the worker beyond the necessary labour time, mean- 
ing by the latter the working time required to produce a value 
equal to the one he has received in the form of wages. 

Thus we understand the origin of profit and how an econo- 
mic system in which everything is exchanged at its value is at the 
same time capable of producing surplus value, i.e. — on the level 
of the entrepreneurs — profit. There is a commodity which has the 
peculiarity of being paid at its value and at the same time of 
producing more than its value: namely, human labour. 

It is easy to see how delighted Marx was with an analysis of 
this kind which seemed absolutely scientific, because (a) it ex- 
plained profit in terms of an inevitable mechanism inherent inthe 
capitalist régime, and (b) this same analysis lentitself toa denuncia- 
tion and vituperation of capitalism, since it showed that the worker 
was exploited, that he worked part of his time for himself and 
the other part of his time for the capitalist or the entrepreneur. 
Marx was a scientist, but he was also a political prophet. 


3 


THE propositions that constitute the Marxist theory of exploita- 


tion may be summed up as follows: 

(1) The value of a commodity is roughly proportionate to the 
quantity of average human labour power crystallized in it. 

(2) Labour power is rented at its value, and the value of labour 
power is determined by the value of those articles indispensable 


to the life of the worker and his family. 
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(3) The necessary quantity of work — i.e. the quantity of work 
needed to produce the value in the merchandise indispensable to 
the life of the worker and his family — is less than the total work- 
ing day. As a consequence, the worker works part of the day for 
himself — that is, to produce a quantity of value equal to the one 
he receives in the form of wages ~ and another part of the day to 
produce the surplus value which will be appropriated by ‘his 
employer. 

(4) The part of the working day necessary to produce the value 
crystallized in his wage is called ‘necessary labour time’; the 
rest is called ‘surplus labour time’. The value produced in sur- 
plus labour time is called “surplus value’, And the rate of ex- 
ploitation is defined by the relation between surplus value and 
the wages paid. 


This theory of exploitation had a dou! 


ble virtue in Marx’s eyes. 
First, 


according to him, it solves a problem inherent in the 
capitalist economy which may be formulated as follows: If there 
is equality of value in exchange, where does profit come from? 
Marx felt that, while solving a scientific enigma, he was also pro- 
viding a logical basis for his protest against a certain kind of 
economic organization, Secondly, his theory of exploitation pro- 
vided what we would call a sociological basis for the economic 
laws of the operation of the capitalist economy. Marx believed 
that economic laws are historical and that each economic régime 
has its own laws, His theory of exploitation is an example of such 
a historical law, because the mechanism of surplus value and ex- 
ploitation presupposes the division of society into ‘classes — of 
which one, that of the entrepreneurs or owners of the means of 
production, rents the labour Power of the other, 
and the relation between these two classes is a so 
a relation of power between two social categories, 

How did Marx try to prove the 
theory of exploitatio 
that commodities a: 


the workers - 
cial relation - 


propositions necessary to his 
n? The first proposition to be proved was 
re exchanged according to the quantity of 
average social labour crystallized in each. Marx did not claim that 
the law of value is exactly respected in every exchange; the price 
of a commodity fluctuates above and below its value according 
to the state of supply and demand. These fluctuations were not 
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only not unknown to Marx; they were clearly stated by him. 
Further, Marx acknowledged that a commodity has value only to 
the extent that there is a demand for it. In other words, if a 
certain quantity of labour were crystallized in a commodity but 
no purchasing power were brought to bear on it, this commod- 
ity would cease to have value. Stated differently, the proportion- 
ality between value and quantity of labour presupposes, as it 
were, a normal demand for the commodity in question (and this, 
in effect, amounts to brushing aside one of the factors responsible 
for the fluctuations in price of the commodity). 

Let us assume a normal demand for the commodity in ques- 
tion. Now, according to Marx, there is a certain proportionality 
between the value of this commodity, as expressed by its price, 
and the quantity of average social labour crystallized in the com- 
modity, 

Why is this the case? The main argument Marx gave is that 
labour is the only quantifiable element to be found in merchand- 
ise. If you consider use value, you are in the presence of a strictly 
qualitative element: there is no way to compare the usefulness of 
a fountain pen and the usefulness of a bicycle. Since we are seek- 
ing a basis for the exchange value of merchandise, we must find 
an element that is quantifiable, like the value itself. And the only 
quantifiable element, according to Marx, is the amount of labour 
contained, incorporated, or crystallized in each commodity. 

Naturally there are difficulties which Marx himself recognized. 
Thus, the labour of the unskilled worker does not have the same 
value or the same creative potential of value as the labour of the 
foreman or the engineer, Admitting these qualitative differences, 
Marx added that one need only ae ba different kinds of 
labour to a unity, which is average soci ur. yi 

The second pipiens — namely, that the value of labour is 
equal to the quantity of goods indispensable to the life of the 
worker and his family - Marx gave as self-evident. (Ordinarily, 
when a proposition is given as self-evident, it is because it is open 
to debate.) Marx says that since the worker comes to the labour 
market in order to rent out his Jabour power, the latter must be 
exchanged at its own value. And, he says, this value must be 
measured in this case as it is in all cases, i.e. by the quantity of 
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labour needed to produce it. Since Marx is interested in social 
rather than biological science, he interprets human reproduction 
as equivalent to human survival. Thus the quantity of labour 
which will measure the value of labour power is that of the com- 
modities the worker and his family need to survive. 

The trouble with this proposition is that, whereas the theory of 
labour value is based on the quantifiable character of labour as a 
basis of value, in the case of the goods necessary to the life of the 
worker and his family, we leave the realm of the quantifiable. 
The necessary minimum will vary from person to person, time 
to time, social circumstance to social circumstance. This has led 
Schumpeter to declare that the second proposition of the theory 
of exploitation is merely a play on words. 

If we accept the first two propositions, the third follows on one 
condition: that the labour time necessary to produce the value 
embodied in the wage be lower than the total labour time; that 
is, that there be a discrepancy between the working day and 
necessary labour time. Marx took this discrepancy between the 
working day and necessary labour time for granted. He was con- 
vinced that the working day in his time, which was ten and some- 
times twelve hours, was manifestly higher than the labour time 
necessary to create the value embodied in the wage itself. 

From this, Marx developed a casuistry of the struggle over 
labour time. There are two fundamental methods of increasing 
the rate of exploitation: one consists in increasing labour time, 
which, in the Marxists? schema, results in greater surplus labour 
time; the other consists in reducing necessary labour time to a 
minimum. One of the ways of reducing necessary labour time is 
by increased productivity, that is, by producing a value equal 
to that of the wage in fewer hours. Hence the mechanism that 
accounts for the tendency of a capitalist economy constantly to 
increase the productivity of labour; for an in 


crease in the produc- 
tivity of labour automatically reduces necessary labour time and, 
therefore, assuming the continuation of the level of nominal 


wages, increases the rate of surplus value, 


Up to now I have discussed only the first volume of Capital, 
which is, you will remember, the only one published during 
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Marx’s lifetime. The two subsequent volumes consist of Marx’s 
manuscripts, as published by Engels. 

The subject of Volume II is the circulation of capital; it was to 
have explained how the capitalist economic system operated as a 
whole. In modern terminology we might say that, beginning with 
this micro-economic analysis of the structure and operation of 
capitalism in Volume II, Marx would have elaborated a macro- 
economic theory comparable to Quesnay’s Tableau Economique, 
with the addition of a theory of crises. As a matter of fact, there 
are, scattered throughout Volume II of Capital, many elements 
of a theory of crises. But these elements do not themselves add 
up to a theory. It is possible, on the basis of the scattered indica- 
tions in the second volume, to reconstruct and attribute various - 
such theories to Marx. The only idea beyond question is that, 
according to Marx, the competitive, anarchic character of the 
capitalist mechanism and the necessity for the circulation of 
capital create a permanent possibility of disproportion between 
production and purchasing power. This is tantamount to saying 
that, essentially, an anarchic economy is characterized by crises. 
Are these crises regular or irregular? What is the combination of 
economic circumstances in which a crisis breaks out? On all 
these points, Marx gives hints rather than a precise theory. 

The third volume of Capital is basically the outline for a theory 
of the evolution of the capitalist régime, beginning with an ana- 
lysis of its structure and operation. The central problem of the 
third volume is as follows. According to the plan of the first 


volume of Capital, in a given enterprise or a given sector of the 
economy, the more labour there is, the higher the surplus value; 
ariable capital’, the higher the 


or again defining labour as ‘V e 

ratio of variable to total capital, the higher the surplus yale In 

the schematism of the first volume, ‘constant capital’ — the 
d into the value of the 


machines or the raw material — is transferre: 
goods without creating surplus value. All the surplus value pro- 


ceeds from variable capital, or the capital that corresponds to the 
Payment of wages. (The relation of variable capital to constant 
Capital is called ‘the organic composition of capital’. The relation 
of surplus value to variable capital is called ‘the rate of exploita- 
tion’.) From this analytic relationship, one must conclude that in 
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a given enterprise or sector, the more variable capital there is, the 
more surplus value there will be. In other words, there should be 
less and less surplus value as mechanization increases, Only it is 
obvious that this is not the case, 

Marx was perfectly aware of the fact that appearances in the 
economy seem to contradict the fundamental relations he laid 
down in his schematic analysis. Until the third volume of Capital 
was published, Marxists and their critics both grappled with the 
question: If the Marxist theory of exploitation is correct, 
it that the enterprises and sectors with the highest ratio of con- 
Stant to variable capital make the most profit? In other words, 


the apparent mode of Profit seems to contradict the essential 
mode of surplus value, 


Marx’s answer is that the rate of profit is calculated, not in 
relation to variable capital, a: 


s is the rate of exploitation, but in 
relation to capital as a whole, i.e. the sum of constant capital and 
variable capital. 


Why is it that the rate of 
value but to the sum of cons 
capitalism could not functi 


why is 


because the organic composi- 
of variable capital to constant 
greatly from one sector of the economy to another. 
Thus, since the capitalist régime could not function otherwise, 
the rate of profit is actually proportional to capital as a whole and 
not to variable capital, 

But why is it that the appearance of the mode of profit differs 
from the essential reality of the mode of surplus value? There are 
two answers to this question: the answer of the non-Marxists or 
anti-Marxists, and the official answer of Marx. 

The answer of an economist like 


theory of surplus value is false, That the appearance of profit isin 
direct contradiction to the essence of surplus value proves that 


the schematism of surplus value does not correspond to reality. 
When one begins with a theory and then discovers that reality 
contradicts this theory, one can, of course, reconcile the theory 
with reality by introducing a certain number of supplementary 
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hypotheses; but there is another, more logical solution, which 
consists in recognizing that the theoretical schematism was badly 
constructed. 

Marx’s answer was that since capitalism could not function if 
the rate of profit were proportional to surplus value, an average 
rate of profit is substituted in each economy. This average rate of 
profit is a result of the competition between the enterprises and 
sectors of the economy. Competition forces profit to tend towards 
an average rate: there is no proportionality of rate of profit to 
surplus value in each enterprise or in each sector; but the total 
surplus value constitutes, for the economy as a whole, a sort of 
grand sum which is distributed among the sectors in proportion 
to the total capital, constant and variable, invested in each 
sector. 

Why is this true? Because it cannot be otherwise; because if 
there were too great a disparity between rates of profit in different 
sectors, the system would not function. If there were a rate of 
profit of 30 per cent or 40 per cent in one sector and a rate of 


profit of 3 per cent or 4 per cent in another, capital could not be 


found to invest in the sectors where the rate of profit was low. 


Therefore, there must be established, through competition, an 
average rate of profit so that in the end the total surplus value is 
distributed among the sectors according to the amount of capital 


invested in each. 

This theory of profit provi 
tions of Marxist economics an 
tion — what Marx called the law of ‘the 


rate of profit’. 

Marx’s point of departure was an observation which all the 
economists of his day made (or thought they made), according to 
which there was a perennial tendency towards a decline in the 

how the English economists 


rate of profit. Marx, always eager to S > Eng ; 
how superior he was to them, thanks to his method, believed 


that in his schematism he had discovered the explanation for 
the historical phenomenon of the falling tendency of the rate of 
profit, 
Now, going back to elementary 
proportional to capital as a whole, 
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capital and variable capital. But we also know that surplus value 
is deducted only from variable capital, i.e. human labour. We 
know further that the organic composition of capital changes 
with capitalist evolution and the mechanization of production 
and that the proportion of variable capital to total capital tends to 
diminish. This leads Marx to conclude that the rate of profit tends 
to decline proportionately as the organic composition of capital is 
altered, i.e. as the proportion of variable capital to total capital 
is reduced. 

This law of the falling tendency of the rate of profit gave Marx 
a certain purely intellectual satisfaction, for he believed that he 
had demonstrated in a scientifically satisfactory manner a fact 
noted by observers but never, or badly, explained. In addition, 
he believed he had rediscovered what his master Hegel would 
have called ‘the cunning of Reason’, that is, the self-destruction 
of capitalism by an inexorable mechanism functioning both 


through and beyond human influence. The competitive mech- 


anism of an economy based on profit leads to the accumulation of 


capital, the mechanization of production, the reduction of the 
Proportion of variable capital to total capital; and this in turn 
leads to a fall in the rate of profit, which in its turn leads to the 
doom of capitalism. You See that once again we encounter the 
fundamental pattern of Marxist thought: historical necessity 
acting through the influence of men but at the same time trans- 
cending the influence of each man ~ a historical mechanism lead- 


ing to the destruction of the régime because of the intrinsic laws 
of its operation. 


In my opinion, the centre and the originality of Marxist 
thought lies precisely in this avowal of a necessity which is, in a 
sense, human but 


at the same time transcends all individuals. 
Each man, acting rationally in his own interest, 


the destruction of the interest common to all (at least common to 
all those who are interested in safeguarding the régime). The 
proposition is a sort of inversion of the essential Propositions of 
the liberal economists. In the liberals’ ideal representation of the 
economic world, each man, workin; 


g in his own interest, works in 
the interest of the group. For Marx, each man, working in his 
own interest, contributes both to the necessary functioning and 


contributes to 
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to the final destruction of the régime. The myth is still that of 
The Communist Manifesto, that of The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. 


There are several further ideas in Capital which I must men- 
tion before terminating this obviously brief and elementary ana- 
lysis of the fundamental themes of the book and the problems it 
raises, Have we demonstrated yet that capitalism is self-destruc- 
tive? What we have demonstrated is that the rate of profit tends 
to decline as a result of the modification of the organic composi- 
tion of capital. But at what rate of profit is capitalism no longer 
capable of functioning? Strictly speaking, there is no answer to 
this in Capital, for no rational, schematic theory enables us to 
determine the specific rate of profit indispensable to the function- 


ing of a particular régime. In other words, strictly speaking, the 


law of the falling tendency of the rate of profit implies that the 
creasingly difficult, in 


functioning of capitalism must become in 

Proportion to mechanization or the increase of productivity. It 
does not demonstrate the inevitability of the final catastrophe; 
still less does it specify the moment it will occur. What, then, are 
the propositions which demonstrate the inevitable self-destruc- 


tion of the capitalist system? Curiously, the only propositions 


which approach such a demonstration are the very ones to be 


found in The Communist Manifesto and in the works Marx wrote 
before he had made any detailed studies of political economy. — 
These propositions are those dealing with proletarianization 
and pauperization. Proletarianization means that, along with the 
development of the capitalist régime, the intermediate strata 


between capitalist and proletarians will be worn thin and that an 
increasing number of the representatives of these intermediate 


strata will be absorbed by the proletariat. Pauperization is the 
Process by which the proletarians tend to grow poorer and poorer 
as the forces of production are developed. If we assume that, as 
more is produced, the purchasing power of the working masses 
is increasingly limited, it is indeed probable that the masses will 
have a tendency to rebel. According to this hypothesis, the 
mechanism of the self-destruction of capitalism is a sociological 
One and operates through the behaviour of social groups. - 
There is also an alternative Marxist hypothesis: The income 
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distributed to the masses is inadequate to absorb the increasing 
production, and there results a paralysis of the system, for the 
latter would be incapable of establishing an equilibrium between 
the commodities produced and the commodities demanded on 
the market by consumers. 

There are, then, two possible representations of the capitalist 
dialectic of self-destruction: an economic dialectic, which is a 
new version of the contradiction between the constantly increas- 
ing forces of production and the relations of production that 
determine the income distributed to the masses, and a sociolog- 
ical dialectic functioning via the growing dissatisfaction and 
revolt of the proletarianized workers, 

One question remains: How can pauperization be demon- 
strated, i.e. why in Marx’s schematization must the income dis- 
tributed to the workers diminish, absolutely or relatively, in pro- 
Portion as the productive forces increase? It is not easy, even in 
Marx’s scheme, to demonstrate pauperization, Now, according 
to Capital, the wage is equal to the quantity of commodities 
necessary to the life of the worker and his family. However, Marx 
hastened to add that what is necessary to the life of the worker 
and his family is not a matter of mathematically exact evaluation, 
but the result of a social evaluation which may change from 
Society to society. But if we accept this social evaluation of the 
minimum Standard of living, we must conclude that the work- 
ers" Standard of living should rise, Indeed, it is likely that each 
Society considers the minimum standard of living to be the one 
that corresponds to the productive possibilities of the society in 
question. Moreover, this is actually the case ; the standard of 
living considered minimal in modern France or in the United 
States is considerably higher than it was a century ago, 

Further, according to Marx himself, there is a way to raise the 
workers’ standard of living without modifying the rate of exploit- 
ation, The increase in productivity need only permit the crea- 
tion of a value equal to the wage inteduced necessary labour time. 
In the Marxist schema, productivity permits raising the workers’ 
real standard of living without diminishing the rate of exploita- 
tion, 

Thus, given the increase of Productivity and the consequent 
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reduction of necessary labour time, you end by excluding the rise 
of the real standard of living only by a theoretical augmentation 
of the rate of exploitation. But according to Marx the rate of 
exploitation is not raised! According to Marx, the rate of exploit- 
ation, at different periods, is nearly constant. 

In other words, if one follows the economic mechanism as 
Marx has analysed it, there is no proof of proletarianization, and 
one should rather draw one’s conclusions from experience, i.e. 
the rise of the workers’ real standard of living as a result of the 
increase in productivity and the modification of the social evalu- 
ation of a minimum standard of living. 

Whence did Marx derive his proof of pauperization? The only 
proof, in my opinion, operates via a social mechanism, that of the 
so-called industrial reserve army. In Marxism, what prevents 
wages from rising is that there is a permanent surplus of unem- 
ployed manpower that weighs on the labour market and that 
modifies relations of exchange between capitalists and wage 
earners to the detriment of the workers. 

In the theory of Capital, pauperization is not a strictly econo- 
mic mechanism; it is an economic and sociological theory. Marx 
was not satisfied with the idea, common in his time, that, as soon 
as wages begin to rise, the birth rate increases and there also 


appears a surplus of workers on the labour market. There is alsoa 
second mechanism which is properly economic: The per- 
to free a portion of 


manent mechanization of production tends 
the employed workers and as a result to create a kind of unem- 
ployment which today we call technological, that is, to create a 
reserve army which is the very expression of the mechanism 
whereby technologic and economic progress is madein capitalism. 
But, in the event, it is the sociological existence of the industrial 
Teserve army that holds down the level of wages. Otherwise 1t 
would be possible to incorporate the historical fact of the workers’ 
higher standard of living into the Marxist scheme without relin- 
quishing the essential elements of the theory — although it would 
remove the element of inevitability. 
It was undoubtedly one of Marx’s 
s inevitable. My feeling is 


that the destruction of capitalism wa: My 
that, in Capital, reasons are given why the functioning of the 
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system is difficult or, more accurately, why the functioning of the 
system becomes increasingly difficult, although this last proposi- 
tion seems to me historically inaccurate. But it does seem to me 
that no proof of the self-destruction of capitalism is offered, 
unless it be via the revolt of the masses rebelling against their lot. 
If their lot should not, in fact, arouse extreme indignation, then 
Capital gives us no reason to believe that the destruction of the 
régime is in principle inevitable. 

I hasten to add that all known economic and social systems 
were theoretically capable of surviving; nevertheless, they 
have disappeared. One ought not draw any premature con- 
clusions from the fact that the death of capitalism was not 
theoretically demonstrated by Marx, for régimes have a way 


of vanishing without having been condemned to death by 
theorists, 


4 


Wnuy does Marx’s historical sociology of capitalism permit so 
many different interpretations? Why is it so ambiguous? Leaving 
aside accidental, historical, posthumous reasons — among them 
the destinies of movements and societies which have called them- 
selves Marxist — the essential reasons for this ambiguity seem to 
me twofold. For one thing, the Marxist conception of capitalist 
society, and of society in general, is sociological, but this sociol- 
ogy is related to a philosophy; and a number of interpretative 
difficulties arise from the relation of a Philosophy to a sociology. 
In addition, according to Marx, it is in terms of economic know- 
ledge that a society as a whole is understood; but the relations 
between economics and sociology, or between eco: 
ena and the social entity, are also ambiguous. 
Let us start with a proposition that seems to me incontestable, 
or at least made obvious by all the texts, Marx came to political 
economy from philosophy by way of sociology, and until the end 
of his life he remained in a certain sense a Philosopher. He always 
considered that the history of mankind, as it unfolds through the 


140 


nomic phenom- 


KARL MARX 


succession of régimes and culminates in a non-antagonistic 
society, had philosophical significance. It is through history that 
man creates himself. The culmination of history is at the same 
time a goal of philosophy. Through history, philosophy — by 
defining man — fulfils itself. The non-antagonistic, post-capitalist 
régime is not merely one social type among others; it is the goal, 
so to speak, of mankind’s search for itself. 

You will remember that I began my account of Marx with the 
mature works, or at least with those works written since 1847-8. 
But there is a Marxian canon previous to this date, and I must 
now say a few words about the relation of Marxist thought to its 
philosophical origins. 

Marx’s thought is traditionally explained in terms of the con- 
junction of three influences, and it was Engels himself who 
named these three influences as decisive: German philosophy, 
English economics, and French history. This list of influences 
seems banal enough and is therefore scorned today by the more 
gin with interpretations which are 


subtle interpreters. Let us be: r 
not subtle, that is, with what Marx and Engels themselves said 


about the origins of their thought. 

According to them, they were in 
man philosophy, retaining one of the main ideas of Hegelian 
thought, namely, that the succession of societies and régimes 
also represents the stages of philosophy and the stages of man- 
kind. 

Moreover, Marx studied the English economy; he availed 
himself of the ideas of the English economists; he adopted some 
of the accepted theories of his day: for example, the labour theory 
of value or the law of the falling tendency of the rate of profit, He 
believed that by adopting the concepts and theories of the Eng- 
lish economists he would give a scientifically accurate formula- 
tion of capitalist economy. 

As for the French historians, from them he borrowed the 
notion of the class struggle, which in fact was to be found almost 
everywhere in the historical writings of the end of the eighteenth 
century; but Marx, according to his own testimony, added a new 
idea, namely, that the division of society into classes is not a 


phenomenon associated with the whole of history or the essence 
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of society but one that corresponds to a given phase. In a subse- 
quent phase, the division into classes will disappear. 

These three influences certainly had their effort on Marx’s 
thinking, and they provide a valid, if oversimplified, interpreta- 
tion of the synthesis achieved by Marx and Engels. But this ana- 
lysis of influences undoubtedly leaves‘most of the vital questions 
unanswered — especially the question of the relation between 
Hegel and Marx. 

I shall not deal extensively with it here, for I should have to 
devote several hours to it and to presuppose the reader’s familia- 
rity with the works of Hegel, which would be unwise. I shall con- 
fine myself to a limited number of rather superficial remarks on 
the matter. 

The first difficulty arises primarily from the fact that the inter- 
pretation of Hegel is at least as controversial as that of Marx. 
One may relate or contrast the two doctrines, depending on one’s 
interpretation of Hegel’s thought. 

There is an easy way to produce a Hegelian Marx — which is to 
present a Marxist Hegel, This method is employed with a skill 
bordering on genius in Alexandre Kojéve’s book Introduction à la 
Lecture de Hegel. Here Hegel is Marxianized to such an extent 
that Marx’s fidelity to Hegel’s work can no longer be doubted. 

On the other hand, when someone, like my colleague M. 
Gurvitch, does not like Hegel, he need only present him in the 
manner of the manuals of the history of philosophy — as an idealist 
philosopher who conceives of historical evolution as the evolu- 
tion of the mind, as a succession of ideas very much removed 
from concrete phenomena — for Marx to become at once essen- 
tially anti-Hegelian. Gurvitch, in an attempt to reduce Marx’s 
Hegelian heritage to a minimum, has given an interpretation of 
the origins of Marxist thought which is original and which places 
the emphasis on Marx’s Saint-Simonianism. One chapter of 
Gurvitch’s treatise is devoted to a demonstration (in my opiniona 
convincing one) of the Saint-Simonian influences on the think- 
ing of the young Marx, 

However, I am in disagreement with my colleague on one 
point, unfortunately the essential one. I do not doubt for a 
moment that Marx could have encountered Saint-Simonian ideas 
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in his milieu, for the simple reason that these ideas, which we 
have already encountered in our study of Auguste Comte, were 
current in the Europe of Marx’s youth and were to be found in 
one form or another almost everywhere, even in the newspapers. 
Since the early nineteenth century, sociological ideas have been 
in circulation, easily adopted by anyone interested in the move- 
ment of history. Marx was familiar with Saint-Simonian ideas, 
but he could not have borrowed from them what, in my opinion, 
is the heart of his own sociology. 

What did he find in Saint-Simonianism? The opposition be- 
tween two types of societies, the military and the industrial; the 
application of science to industry; the renovation of methods of 
production; the transformation of the world through industry. 
But the centre of Marxist thought is not a Saint-Simonian or 
Comtist conception of industrial society; the centre of Marxist 
thought is the contradictory character of capitalist industrial 
society. The idea of the intrinsic contradictions in capitalism is 
not contained in the Saint-Simonian or Comtist heritage. Neither 
Saint-Simon nor Auguste Comte believed that social conflict is 
the fundamental impulse of historical movement; neither be- 
lieved that the society of his time was torn by insoluble contra- 
dictions, Because I feel the centre of Marxist thought to be the 
contradictory character of capitalist society and the essential 
character of the class struggle, I refuse to regard Saint-Simon- 
ianism as one of the major influences in shaping Marxist thought. 

But what does need clarification, I think, is how Marx believed 
he explained (1) that capitalist society was essentially contra- 
dictory and antagonistic, (2) where the contradictions came from, 
and (3) that the movement of history tended of itself to resolve 
this antagonism. 

With this in mind, wha 
countered in Marx’s thought, 


those of his maturity? : : 
The first fundamental idea - expressed in one of his theses on 


Feuerbach — is that philosophy is complete, and nothing remains 
but to realize it, Or again, that the only contribution still to be 
made to philosophy is to transcend it by realizing it. Or again, 
another proposition not equivalent but related to the foregoing: 


t are the Hegelian themes to be en- 
in the youthful works as well as in 
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up to now, philosophers have conceived the world; the time has 
transform it. 

What do these propositions mean in ordinary language? They 
mean that classical philosophy, culminating in Hegel’s system, 
has reached an end; it is impossible to go further, because Hegel 
has conceived all of history and all of humanity, Philosophy has 
completed its task, which is to bring the experiences of humanity 
to explicit awareness. This awareness of the experiences of 
humanity is formulated in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind as in 
his Encyclopedia, But man, having become fully conscious of his 
past experiences and hence of his vocation, has not yet realized 
that vocation, Philosophy is complete as regards awareness, but 
the real world is not consistent with the meaning that philosophy 
gives to man’s existence. Which raises what is, as it were, the 
original philosophical and historical problem of Marxist thought: 
Under what conditions can the course of history realize man’s 
vocation as classical Philosophy — i.e, Hegel’s philosophy — has 
conceived it? 

What is incontestably Marx’s Philosophical heritage is the 
Conviction that histori 
A new economic and 


omic and social régime is a stage in 
the evolution of humanity itself, 

If this is the central Philosophical question, another question 
immediately arises: What is this human nature, this human voca- 
tion which history must realize in order for philosophy to realize 
itself? 

To this question Marx’s youthful writings offer various an- 
swers, all of which turn ona few Positive concepts = universal man, 
total man — or, on the other hand, ‘alienation’, a negative concept. 

In the Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law, 
Marx tried to demonstrate that the universalization of the indi- 
vidual in accordance with the demands of Hegelian philosophy 
has not been achieved in the societies of his time. For — and again 
I shall express myself in a greatly oversimplified style — the indi- 
vidual, as he appears in Hegel’s Philosophy of Law and in the 
societies of his time, has a double position which is contradic- 
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tory. On the one hand, he is a citizen. As a citizen, he participates 
in the state, i.e. in universality. But he is only a citizen once every 
four or five years, in the empyrean of formal democracy, as 
Marx put it, and he exhausts his citizenship — he completely ful- 
fils his universality — in the vote. But outside of this single acti- 
vity in which he fulfils his universality, he belongs to what Marx 
called the biirgerliche Gesellschaft, civil society, i.e. mainly pro- 
fessional activities, work, the infrastructure of society. Now, as a 
member of civil society, he is imprisoned in his particularities; 
he does not relate to the community as a whole. He is a worker in 
the service of an entrepreneur, or he is an entrepreneur separated 
from the collectivity. Civil society imprisons all individuals in 
their particularities and consequently prevents them from realiz- 
ing their vocation of universality. 

Under what condition will this contradiction be overcome? 
The answer is simple. Individuals must be able in their work 
itself to participate in universality in the same way they do in 
their activities as citizens, that is, as electors. 

What do these abstract formulas mean? Formal democracy - 
to adopt the expression which has become popular in Marxist 
literature — is defined by the election of representatives of the 
people by all the citizens, and by abstract freedoms like freedom 
to vote or the freedom of discussion. But this formal democracy 
does not affect the working and living conditions of the members 
of the collectivity as a whole. The worker, who has only his wage 
to live on, who places his labour power on the market in exchange 
for a wage, bears no resemblance to the citizen who every four or 
five years elects his representatives and, directly or indirectly, 
his leaders, In order to achieve true democracy, the freedoms 
limited in modern societies to the political order would have to 
be transposed to men’s concrete, economic existence. 

Thus, individuals at work would have to be able to participate 
in universality as citizens do by means of the voting ticket. How 
could this real democracy be realized? Seemingly by abolishing 
the private ownership of the instruments of production, which 
Places the individual in the service of other individuals, which in 
turn entails the exploitation of the workers by the entrepreneurs 
and prevents the entrepreneurs themselves from working directly 
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for the collectivity, since in the capitalist system the entrepreneur 
works to obtain a profit. 

In other words, the preliminary analysis contained in the 
Introduction to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Law turns on 
the opposition between the particular and the universal, civil 
society and the state, the slavery of the worker and the fictitious 
liberty of the elector or citizen. 

The second concept which, as I have indicated, was central to 
Marx’s youthful thinking is that of total man, probably more 
ambiguous than that of ‘universalized? man since, at least accord- 
ing to the interpretation I have given, the notion of universaliza- 
tion of the individual is not very mysterious, 

One might say that for Marx, total man is the one who would 
not be mutilated by the division of labour. The man of modern 
industrial society, in the eyes of Marx, is actually a specialized 
man. He has acquired a specific form as a result of a particular 
trade. He remains imprisoned for the greater part of his existence 
by this specialized activity, and hence he leaves unused a number 
of aptitudes and capacities which might be developed. 

According to this line of argument, total man is non-specialized 
man. And there are several Passages in Marx which suggest a 
polytechnical training in which all individuals would be pre- 
pared for the greatest possible number of trades; after this train- 
ing, individuals would be free not to do the same thing from 
morning to night. 

Marx’s writings contain several id 
future society in which men would go fishing in the morning, go 
to the factory in the afternoon, and go home and read Plato in 
the evening. This is not a ridiculous picture. I have known 
people working in kibbutzim in Israel who did read Plato in the 
evening. But this is a very exceptional case, associated with cir- 
cumstances which are not the usual ones. 

One of the possible meanings of total man is man who is not 
cut off from certain of his aptitudes by the exigencies of the 
division of labour, According to this line of thinking, the notion 
of total man is a protest against the conditions imposed on the 
individual by industrial society — a protest which is both meaning- 
ful and sympathetic, For the division of labour does indeed have 
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the result of not allowing the majority of individuals to realize all 
their capabilities. But this somewhat romantic protest does not 
seem very consistent with the spirit of a scientific socialism. 
Except in the case of an extraordinarily wealthy society in which 
the problem of poverty has been solved once and for all, it is 
difficult to imagine how any society, capitalist or otherwise, could 

. train all individuals for all trades, or how an industrial society in 
which individuals were not specialized could function. 

Hence, another direction has been explored for a less romantic 
interpretation. Total man cannot be man who is capable of doing 
everything, but man who truly realizes his humanity, who per- 
forms those activities which define man. 

In this sense, the notion of work is essential, and the central 
problem becomes this: Man is essentially a creature who works; 
if he works under inhuman conditions, he is dehumanized, be- 
cause he ceases to perform the activity that, given the proper 
conditions, constitutes his humanity. And in Marx’s youthful 
writings, especially in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, 
there is in fact a critique of capitalist working conditions. In 
capitalism, man is alienated, and this alienation must be over- 
come before man can fulfil himself, can realize himself. 

I should explain, for those who know German, that Marx 
made use of three different terms which, in the translations, are 
often rendered by the same word, ‘alienation’, although the 
German terms do not have exactly the same meaning. They are 
Entéusserung, Verdusserung, and Entfremdung. The one that most 
closely corresponds to ‘alienation’ in French or English is the 
last, which means to become a stranger to oneself, fremd meaning 
‘stranger’, Entfremdung is the activity or process by which some- 

one becomes a stranger to himself. The idea is that under certain 
circumstances or in certain societies, the conditions impozed o 
man are such that he becomes a stranger a tig ot no 
longer recognizes himself in his activity or in his productions. | 
This otto of alienation obviously derives from Hegelian 
Philosophy, where it plays a central role, But Hegelian alienation 
is conceived on the philosophical or metaphysical level. In the 
Hegelian conception the spirit, Geist, is itself alienated in its 
works; it constructs intellectual and social edifices and projects 
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itself, so to speak, outside itself. The history of the mind, the 
history of humanity, is the history of these successive alienations, 
at the end of which the mind will find itself once again in pos- 
session of the whole of its works and of its historical past and will 
be aware ‘of possessing this whole. In Marxism, including the 
writings of the young Marx, the process of alienation, instead of 
being a process which is philosophically or metaphysically inevi- 
table, becomes the expression of a sociological process by means 
of which men or societies construct collective organizations in 
which they become lost, 

Alienation, sociologically interpreted, is at once a historical, 
moral, and sociological critique of the present social order. In 
the capitalist régime, men are alienated; they are themselves lost 
in the collectivity; and the root of all alienation is economic 
alienation, 

What does economic alienation mean? It seems to me that, again 
in ordinary language, there are two modalities which correspond 
approximately to two criticisms Marx levelled against the capi- 
talist system. A first form of alienation may be imputed to private 
ownership of the means of production, and a second to the 
anarchy of the market, 

The alienation imputable to private ownership of the instru- 
ments of production manifests itself in the fact that work — the 
essentially human activity which defines man’s humanity, as it 
were — has lost its human characteristics, because for the wage 
earner it has become merely a means of obtaining the wage 
necessary to maintain his existence. Instead of work’s being the 
expression of man himself, work has been degraded into an 
instrument, a means of livelihood. 

The entrepreneurs themselves are in a sense alienated, because 
the commodities they produce do not answer needs which are 
truly experienced by others but are put on the market in order to 
procure a profit for the entrepreneur. Thus the entrepreneur 
becomes a slave to an unpredictable market which is at the 
mercy of the hazards of competition. Exploiting the wage earner, 
he is not thereby humanized in his work, since he himself is 
alienated in the interests of the anonymous mechanism of the 
market. 
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Whatever the precise interpretation assigned to this idea of ` 
economic alienation, it seems to me clear that Marx’s critique of 
the economic reality of capitalism was originally a philosophical 
and moral critique before becoming a strictly sociological and 
economic analysis. And one can understand the difficult problem 
of interpretation that arises here. I have indicated that Marx’s 
thought may be presented purely and simply as that of an econo- 
mist and sociologist, because at the end of his life Marx sought to 
be a scientist, economist, and sociologist. But there is no doubt 
that in his youth he arrived at economic and sociological criticism 
by way of philosophical themes. These philosophical themes — 
the universalization of the individual, total man, alienation — 
underlie the sociological analysis of the mature works. To what 
extent is the sociological analysis of Marx’s maturity merely the 
development of the philosophical intuitions of his youth — or, on 
the contrary, does it utterly replace these philosophical intuitions? 
This problem of interpretation is still unresolved. 

However, it seems clear that Marx certainly kept the philoso- 
phical themes I have just outlined in the background, if not in 
the foreground, all his life. For him, the analysis of capitalist 
economy was the analysis of the alienation of individuals and 
collectivities losing control over their own existence in a system 
subject to autonomous laws. His critique of capitalist economy 
was at the same time a philosophical and moral critique of the 
situation imposed on man by capitalism. Moreover, for Marx, 
the analysis of the evolution of capitalism was undoubtedly the 
analysis of the evolution of man and human nature throughout 
history; he expected from post-capitalist society the fulfilment 
of philosophy. 

This granted, what was this total man which the post-capitalist 
revolution was to achieve? This point is highly debatable, because 
in Marx there is a fundamental fluctuation between two some- 
what contradictory themes. According to one theme, man fulfils 
his humanity in work, and it is the liberation of work which will 
mark the humanization of society. On the other hand, there is 
Occasionally another conception according to which man is truly 
free only outside of work. In this second conception, man realizes 
his humanity only to the extent that his labour time has been 


149 


KARL MARX 


sufficiently reduced so that he has the possibility of doing some- 
thing besides working. 4 

Of course, it is possible to combine these two themes by saying 
that the complete humanization of society would presuppose 
that, first, the conditions imposed on man in his work were 
humanized and that, simultaneously, his labour time was suffi- 
ciently reduced so that he could read Plato in his leisure hours. 
Philosophically, however, there remains one question: What is 
the essential activity which defines man and which must flourish 
before society can permit the realization of philosophy? If there 
is no definition of the essentially human activity, we may have to 
go back to the conception of total man in its vaguest sense. 
Society must permit all men to realize all their aptitudes. This 
statement represents a good definition of the ideal of society, but 
it is not easily translated into a concrete and specific programme. 
Moreover, it is difficult to ascribe the fact that all men do not ful- 
fil all their aptitudes solely to private ownership of the instru- 
ments of production. 

In other words, there seems to be a great disproportion be- 
tween the human alienation imputable to private ownership of 
the instruments of production and the fulfilment of total man 
which is to follow the revolution. How are we to reconcile 
the critique of modern society with the hope of achieving total 
man by the mere substitution of one mode of ownership for 
another? 

Rapid though this analysis has been, you may have glimpsed 
what accounts for both the greatness and the ambiguity of Marx- 


ist sociology. It is essentially a sociology; it seeks to be a philo- 
sophy. 


5 


WITHIN the philosophical ideas which were at the origin of 
Marx’s thought and which constituted the basis for his sociology, 
there remain a number of obscurities or ambiguities which ac- 
count for the many interpretations his thought has provoked. 
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These ideas were essentially as follows: The history of social 
régimes is also the history of humanity — the history of man’s 
creation of himself. Philosophy has conceived the world and man; 
now the problem is to fulfil what the philosophers have con- 
ceived. Philosophy must become sociology, and sociology must 
become revolutionary. The non-realization of humanity in the 
world is alienation. The source of this alienation is in the economy 
and, more specifically, in private ownership. 

The first ambiguity of a philosophical order’ concerns the 
nature of historical law. Indeed, we have seen that Marx’s inter- 
pretation of history presupposes a meaningful evolution of a 
supra-individual order. Forms and relations of production are 
dialectically linked; through the class struggle and the contra- 
diction between the forms and relations of productions, capital- 
ism destroys itself, But this general vision of history can be inter- 
preted in two different ways. 

One interpretation I shall call objectivist. This representation 
of the historical contradictions leading to the destruction of 
capitalism and to the advent of a non-antagonistic society corres- 
ponds to what are commonly referred to as the broad outlines of 
history, From the confusion of historical data, Marx selected the 
essential facts, what is most important in the historical evolution 
itself, without including the details of events in this vision. If we 
accept this interpretation, the destruction of capitalism and the 
advent of a non-antagonistic society would be facts known in 
advance: certain, but at the same time indeterminate as to date 
and modality. But this type of foresight, in which capitalism will 
be destroyed by its contradictions, though when or how is not 
known, is not satisfying to the mind. Foresight involving an 
undated, unspecified event does not mean very much, or, at any 
rate, a historical law of this kind bears no resemblance to the 
laws of the natural sciences. 

This is one of the possible interpret: 
is the interpretation which is more or : j 
world today. The necessary destruction of capitalism and its 
replacement by a more progressive society; i.e. by Soviet society, 
is asserted, but at the same time it is recognized that the date of 
this inevitable event is not yet known and that the manner of this 
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anticipated catastrophe is still undetermined. This indeterminacy 
in the field of political events presents great advantages. For 
instance, one can declare in all sincerity that coexistence is pos- 
sible. It is not necessary for the Soviet régime to destroy the 
capitalist régime, since the capitalist régime, one way or another, 
will destroy itself. 

The other interpretation of Marxist historical law is the one 
known, especially on Paris’s left bank, as dialectical — and dia- 
lectical not in an ordinary sense but in a subtle sense. In this 
interpretation, the Marxist vision of history is born of a sort of 
reciprocal action between the historical world and the subject or 
consciousness that conceives this world. There would also be 
reciprocal action between the different sectors of the historical 
reality. This double reciprocity of action between subject and 
object and between the sectors of the historical reality would 
make it possible to understand events as they occur, in their 
concrete form, 

If you consider the books of Jean-Paul Sartre or Merleau- 
Ponty, you will see that they retain some of the essential ideas of 
Marxist thought: the alienation of man in and by the private 
economy; the predominant influence of the forces and relations 
of production, But all these concepts, 


£ this whole schema of inter- 
pretation, 


is not intended to reveal historical laws in the scientific 
sense of the term or even the broad outlines of evolution, It is a 
way of making man’s position in the capitalist régime intelligible, 
of relating events to man’s Position in the capitalist economic 
régime without there being determinism in the strict sense of the 
word. 

A dialectical vision of this kind — of which there are several 
versions among the French existentialists and in the entire Marx- 
ist school linked with György Lukács — is philosophically more 
satisfying; but it, too, has its difficulties, 

The essential one is to recover the two fundamental ideas of 
elementary Marxism, namely, the alienation of man in capitalism 
and the advent of a non-antagonistic society after capitalism’s 
self-destruction. A dialectical interpretation of reciprocal action 
between subject and object and between sectors of reality does 
not necessarily lead to these two essential propositions. It leaves 
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unanswered the question: How do we determine which inter- 
pretation is true? If every historical subject conceives history in 
terms of his situation, why is the interpretation of the Marxists 
or of the proletariat true? Which suggests, if I may say so, the 
following alternative: The objectivist vision which invokes the 
laws of history involves the essential difficulty of declaring an 
undated and unspecified event to be inevitable; the dialectical 
interpretation can assert neither the necessity for revolution nor 
the non-antagonistic character of post-capitalist society nor the 
all-embracing character of historical interpretation. 

The second philosophical ambiguity is this: Marx’s thinking 
purports to be scientific, and yet it seems to imply imperatives; it 
prescribes revolutionary action as the only legitimate conse- 
quence of historical analysis. Whence a second duality of inter- 
pretation which may be summarized in the formula, Kant or 
Hegel? Must Marxist thought be interpreted in the context of the 
Kantian dualism of fact and value, or scientific law and moral 
imperative, or in the context of the monism of the Hegelian 
tradition? 

In the posthumous history of Marxism, there is a Kantian and 
a Hegelian school, the latter being larger than the former. The 
Kantian school of Marxism is represented by Franz Mehring, a 
German social democrat who has written a biography of Marx, 
and by the Austro-Marxist Max Adler, who is more Kantian 
than Hegelian, but Kantian in a very special way. However, the 
majority of Marx’s interpreters have chosen to remain in the 
tradition of monism. 

The Kantians argue that one cannot proceed from fact to 
value, from a judgement of reality to a moral imperative; hence 
one cannot justify socialism by an interpretation of history as it 
occurs, Marx analysed capitalism as it is; to advocate socialism 
involves a decision of a spiritual order. 

The opposing school of Marxism asserts that the subject who 
understands history is engaged in history itself. Socialism, or the 
non-antagonistic society, must necessarily emerge from the pres- 
ent antagonistic society; moreover, the interpreter of history is 
led by a necessary dialectic from the observation of what exists to 
the desire for a society of another type. Certain interpreters, like 
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Lucien Goldmann, go further and declare that in history there is 
no such thing as detached, disengaged observation of reality. For 
them, the vision of total history is inseparable from what they call 
an engagement, a commitment. It is as a result of one’s desire 
for socialism that one perceives the contradictory character of 

` capitalism, It is impossible to dissociate the taking of a position 
concerning reality from the observation of reality itself, Not that 
this taking of a position is arbitrary; it is produced through the 
dialectic of object and subject. Each of us is a part of history; it is 
from the historical reality that each of us selects his frame of 
reference and the concepts of his interpretation. Interpretation is 
born of our contact with the object — an object which is not 
acknowledged passively, however, but which is simultancously 
acknowledged and denied, the denial of the object being an 
expression of our desire for another human reality. 

In abstract terms, we might say that there are two tendencies 
here: a tendency to dissociate the scientifically valid interpreta- 
tion of history from the decision to be a socialist and, on the 
Contrary, a tendency to make the interpretation of history in- 
separable from political desires, 

Perhaps you are wondering, ‘And Marx?? Marx, as a man, was 
both scientist and Prophet, sociologist and revolutionary. If he 
had been asked whether these two attitudes are separable, I per- 
sonally think he would have answered that in the abstract they 
are. In my opinion, he was too scientifically oriented to admit 
that his interpretation of capitalism was bound up with a moral 
decision. But he was so thoroughly convinced of the worthlessness 
of the capitalist régime that for him the analysis of reality led 
inevitably to the desire for a revolution, 

Beyond these two alternatives of Kant or Hegel, there exists a 
compromise which has today become the official Philosophy of 
the Soviet world: the dialectical objectivist philosophy as ex- 
pounded by Engels in his Anti-Diihring. 

What is dialectical materialism, according to the current offi- 
cial interpretation? The essential ideas are these: 

(2) A dialectical conception declares that the law of reality is 
the law of change. There is constant transformation in inorganic 
nature as well as in the human world. There is no eternal prin- 
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ciple; human and moral conceptions change from one age to the 
next, 

(2) The real world is also characterized, as it were, by a hier- 
archy in the species of being, a sort of qualitative progression 
from inorganic nature to the human world, and in the human 
world from the initial régimes of humanity to the régime which 
will mark the end of prehistory, i.e. the socialist régime. 

(3) Natural and social change occurs in accordance with cer- 
tain abstract laws, of which the principal ones are these: Beyond a 
certain point, quantitative changes become qualitative. The trans- 
formations do not occur imperceptibly, a little at a time, but at a 
given moment there is a violent, revolutionary shift. Finally, the 
changes seem to obey an intelligible law: the law of contradiction 
or, more precisely, the law of the negation of negation. 

What is the negation of negation? Here is an example from 
Engels: If you negate A, you have minus A; if you multiply 
minus A by minus A, you get Aĉ, which is, apparently, the nega- 
tion of negation. 

An example of the negation of negation in the human world: 
The capitalist régime is the negation of the régime of feudal 
ownership, and public ownership under socialism will be the 
negation of negation, i.e. the negation of private ownership. 

In other words, and to translate, one of the characteristics of 
cosmic as well as of human movement would be the fact that 
changes are in a relationship of contradiction to one another and 
that this contradiction takes the following form: At moment B, 
there would be a contradiction of what existed at moment A, and 
moment C would contradict what existed at moment B and 
would in a sense represent a return to the original state of 
moment A, but on a higher level. 

Another possible example of the negation of negation: First 
the initial collective ownership of property in archaic societies; 
the whole of history is the negation of this collective ownership in 
undifferentiated societies; and socialism negates social classes 
and antagonisms to return to the collective ownership of archaic 
Societies, but on a higher level. 

These dialectical laws have not completely satisfied all Marx’s 
interpreters, There has been much discussion as to whether 
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Marx was in agreement with Engels’ materialist philosophy. The 
main question is this: To what extent is the notion of dialectics 
applicable to organic or inorganic nature as well as to the human 
world? 

In the concept of dialectics, there is first the idea of change and 
then the idea of the relativity of ideas or principles to circum- 
stances. But there are also the two ideas of totality and meaning. 
To achieve a dialectical interpretation of history, it is necessary 
for all the elements of a society or an age to form a whole and for 
the transition from one of these totalities to another to be intelli- 
gible, to have meaning. These two requirements of totality and 
‘intelligibility of sequence seem to be linked to the human world. 
One understands that, in the historical world, societies constitute 
total units, because the different aspects of the collectivities are 
in fact related to one another. The different sectors of a social 
reality may be explained in terms of one element regarded as 
essential, for example, the forces and relations of production. 
But, in organic or, above all, in inorganic nature, can we find the 
equivalent of these totalities? Can we find the equivalent of 
meaningful sequences? 

In fact, this dialectical Philosophy of the material world is by 
no means indispensable either to an acceptance of the Marxist 
analysis of capitalism or to being a revolutionary. One may not be 
convinced that minus A times minus A equals A? is an example 
of dialectics and still be an excellent socialist. The connexion be- 
tween the dialectical Philosophy of nature as expounded by Engels 
and the centre of Marxist thought is neither apparent nor neces- 
sary. Historically, a certain orthodoxy may combine these differ- 
ent propositions; but logically and philosophically, the economic 
interpretation of history and the critique of capitalism in terms 
of the class struggle have nothing to do with the dialectics of 
nature, 

More generally, to what extent does the Marxist philosophy of 
capitalism imply metaphysical materialism? Here, again, I should 
say that the connexion does not seem to me either logically or 
philosophically necessary. But the fact is that a number of poli- 
tically active Marxists have believed that in order to be a good 
revolutionary it was necessary to be a materialist in the philoso- 
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phical sense of the word. Since this belief was generally held by 
men who were very competent in revolutionary — if not in philo- 
sophical — matters, they probably had good reasons for it. Lenin, 
in particular, wrote a book called Materialism and Empirio- 
criticism, in which he tried to prove that those Marxists who 
abandoned a materialist philosophy were also straying from the 
royal road to revolution. 

Logically, there is no doubt one may be a disciple of Marx in 
political economy without being a materialist in the metaphysical 
sense of the word. Atheism, on the other hand, is related to the 
essence of Marx’s Marxism, although one may be a believer and 
a socialist (but not a faithful follower of Marxism-Leninism). 
Historically, however, a kind of synthesis has been established 
between a philosophy of the materialist type and a vision of 
history, 


I shall now turn to the second group of these problems of inter- 
pretation: those related to sociology. To some extent, we shall 
encounter the same type of uncertainties that I emphasized in 
discussing the first group, but I should like to show how, even 
aside from the philosophical basis of Marxist sociology, this 
sociology contains several ambiguities. 

The centre of the discussion is this: Marx’s conception of 
capitalism in particular and of history in general depends on a 
combination of concepts — forces of production, relations of pro- 
duction, class struggle, class consciousness, Or, again, infrastruc- 
ture and superstructure — which may be used to analyse a given 
society. Personally, if I want to analyse a society, whether it be 
Soviet or American, I often begin with the state of the economy, 
and even with the state of the forces of production, and then pro- 
ceed to the relations of production and finally to social relations. 
The critical and methodological use of these concepts to analyse 
a modern society, or perhaps any historical society, is unques- 


tionably legitimate. , 
But if one confines oneself to utilizing these concepts in the 


analysis of societies, one does not thereby arrive at a philosophy 
of history. One risks finding that, at the same degree of develop- 
Ment, productive forces may correspond to different relations of 
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production. Private ownership does not exclude a high develop- 
ment of productive forces, and conversely, collective ownership 
may coincide with an inferior development of productive forces. 
But Marxist philosophy of capitalism and of history does pre- 
suppose a sort of parallelism between the development of the 
productive forces, the transformation of the relations of produc- 
tion, the intensification of the class struggle, and the march 
towards revolution. 

The dogmatic conception of Marxism implies that the decisive 
factor is the force of production, that the development of the 
latter marks the direction of human history, and that the different 
stages in the development of the forces of production correspond 
to fixed stages of the relations of production and the class 
struggle, But suppose the class Struggle is reduced with the 
development of the forces of production in capitalism? Or, again, 
suppose there is collective ownership in an underdeveloped eco- 
nomy? At once the parallelism between movements, indispens- 
able to the dogmatic pkilosophy of history, collapses, 

The same problem may be Presented in abstract and, so to 
Speak, epistemological terms. Marx seeks to understand all socie- 
ties, Societies can be understood only in terms of their infra- 
structure, which is apparently the state of the productive forces, 
scientific and technical knowledge, industry and organization of 
labour. This understanding of societies, and above all of modern 
societies, in terms of their economic organization is entirely legi- 
timate. But to shift from the analysis of societies in terms of the 
forces of production to a determined interpretation, one must 
admit determined relations between the different aspects of 
reality, between infrastructure and Superstructure, between 
forces of production and relations of production. Marxists have 
felt that it was indeed difficult to use too-precise terms like 
determination in dealing with the relationship between forces and 
relations of production or, again, between the latter and the state 
of social consciousness. Since expressions of causality or deter- 
mination have seemed too tigid or, as we say, mechanistic rather 
than dialectical, the term conditioning was immediately substitu- 
ted for determination. Asa formula, it is certainly preferable; but 
unfortunately the notion of conditioning is exceedingly vague. 
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In a society, any sector conditions the others, the very law of 
social reality being that the different sectors condition each other 
reciprocally. 

In ordinary language, if we had a different political régime, we 
should probably have, in certain respects, a different economic 
organization. If we had a different economy, we should probably 
have a different régime. If we had a different conception of 
economy, we should follow a different colonial policy. If we had a 
different colonial policy, we should have a different economic 
organization. And so forth. At a given moment, in given socie- 
ties, the different sectors mutually condition each other. 

Determination is too rigid a term, but conditioning risks being 
too flexible, because everyone grants that the state of the forces 
of production conditions relations of production and that the 
state of relations of production conditions class relations, the 
teaching of sociology at Harvard or the Sorbonne, and so forth. 
All this is incontestable — so incontestable that the usefulness of 
the term conditioning remains dubious. 

What we need is an intermediate formula between determina- 
tion of the whole of society by the infrastructure (a refutable 
proposition) and conditioning, which does not mean much. 

As usual in such cases, the miraculous solution is the ‘dialec- 
tical’ one, Conditioning is regarded as dialectical, reciprocal, 
with everything having an effect on everything else. But this loses 
its grasp on Marx’s essential idea, namely, the determination of 
the social entity. On this point, I believe, Marx’s thinking is quite 
clear. He believed that a historical régime was defined by certain 
major characteristics: the state of productive forces, the mode of 
ownership, and the relations between the workers and the people 


who take for themselves the surplus value. The different social 


types he recognized in history are each characterized by a certain 
mode of relations between owners (of slaves, of land, of means of 
Production) and workers (slaves, serfs, wage earners). Slavery is 


one social type, wage earning is another. In other words, Marx 
believed he could find the specific characteristics of a historical 
State in terms of certain characteristics which in his eyes were 
fundamental, From this point on, there may indeed be dialectical 


relations between the different sectors of reality; but what 
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remains essential, for Marx, is the definition of a social régime 
in terms of a certain number of facts regarded as decisive. The 
trouble is that these different facts, which are in Marx’s eyes 
decisive and interrelated, seem to be separable. History, in fact, 
has separated them. And while dialectics can put them to- 
gether again, after one ingenious fashion or another, it can 
never re-establish the original Marxist unity. 


The ambiguity of Marx’s sociology may also be revealed by an 
analysis and discussion of its essential concepts. Let us take, for 
example, the two terms infrastructure and superstructure, What 
are the elements of social reality which belong to the infrastruc- 
ture? What are the ones that Pertain to the superstructure? In 
general, it seems that infrastructure should refer to the economy, 
particularly the forces of production, But what are these so-called 
forces of production? All the technical apparatus of a civilization 
is inseparable from scientific knowledge; and the latter, in turn, 
Seems to belong to the realm of ideas, of knowledge, and these last 
elements should derive from the superstructure, at least to the 
extent that scientific knowledge is, in many societies, inseparable 
from the way of thinking, from philosophy and ideology. 

In other words, there are already present in the infrastructure, 
defined as forces of Production, elements which should derive 
from the superstructure. This fact in itself does not imply that 
one cannot analyse a society by considering in turn the infra- 
structure and the superstructure. But it is exceedingly difficult to 
separate what belongs, according to the definition, to each. 

Further, the forces of Production depend not only on the 
technical apparatus but also on the organization of collective 
labour. The organization of collective labour depends, in turn, on 
the laws of ownership; the laws of ownership belong to the legal 
domain ; the law is part of the reality of the state (at least accord- 
ing to certain Passages); and the state or politics seems to belong 
to the superstructure. Once again, we perceive the difficulty of 
truly separating what is infrastructure from what is superstruc- 
ture. The discussion of what belongs to one or the other of these 
two terms can go on indefinitely. 

These two concepts, as simple instruments of analysis, may, 
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like any concepts, have a legitimate use. The objection applies 
only to a dogmatic interpretation in which one of the two terms 
determines the other. 

In this discussion of infrastructure and superstructure, I have 
already anticipated the analysis and possible discussion of the 
terms forces of production and relations of production. We all know 
that one of the dialectics that plays the greatest role in the think- 
ing of Marx and the Marxists is precisely the possible contra- 
diction between the forces of production and the relations of 
production. But each of these terms presents ambiguities. More- 
over, it is not easy to state precisely what constitutes the contra- 
diction between the forces and relations of production. One of 
the simplest versions of this dialectic would be the following. 

Ata certain degree of development of the forces of production, 
individual right of ownership represents an impediment to their 
progress. In this case, the contradiction is between the full 
expansion of the technique of production and the preservation of 
individual right of ownership. 

This contradiction contains, it seems to me, a share of truth, 
but it is not relevant to the dogmatic Marxist interpretations. If 
you consider the great modern enterprises in France, such as 
Citroën, Renault, or Péchiney, or Dupont or General Motors in 
the United States, you can say, in effect, that the volume of the 
forces of production has made it impossible to maintain indi- 
vidual right of ownership. The Renault factories may be said to 
belong to no one, since they belong to the state (not that the state 
is no one, but the state’s ownership is abstract and fictitious, as it 
were). One might also say that Péchiney belongs to no one; since 
Péchiney belongs to thousands of shareholders, and while the 
latter are owners in the legal sense of the word, they no longer 
exercise the traditional and individual right of ownership. In the 
same way, Dupont and General Motors belong to hundreds of 
thousands of shareholders, who maintain the legal fiction of 
Ownership but do not exercise its true privileges. 

There is a passage in Capital in which Marx referred to the 
great associations of shareholders, observed that individual 
Ownershipis disappearing, and concluded thatthemoderncorpora- 
tion is already overcoming typical capitalism (but, he added, 
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without breaking the cadres of the system). It may be said, 
therefore, that Marx was right to-show the contradiction be- 
tween the development of the forces of production and indi- 
vidual right of ownership since, in the modern capitalism of the 
great shareholding associations, right of ownership, in a certain 
sense, has disappeared. ‘ 

On the other hand, if one believes that the great modern 
corporations, the great shareholding associations, are the very 
essence of capitalism, then it is easy to demonstrate that the theo- 
retical contradiction between forces and relations of production 
does not exist. The development of the forces of production 
requires the appearance of new forms of the relations of 
production or, again, new forms of the traditional right of 
ownership. 

According to the second interpretation of the contradiction be- 
tween the forces and the relations of production, the distribution 
of income determined by individual tight of ownership is such 
that a capitalist society is incapable of absorbing its own produc- 
tion. In this case, the contradiction between forces and relations 
of production affects the very functioning of a capitalist economy. 
The purchasing power distributed to the masses would always 
temain lower than the demands of the economy itself, This ver- 
sion of the contradiction between forces and relations of produc- 
tion is one that continues to be in vogue. I shall confine myself 
here to a common-sense observation: This contradiction between 
forces and relations of Production has been exposed for a century 
or a century and a half; meanwhile, the forces of production in 
all capitalist countries have undergone a prodigious development. 
In other words, the incapacity of an economy based on private 
ownership to absorb its own production was already predicted 
when the forces of production were a fifth or a tenth of what they 
are today; and this will probably still be the case when the forces 
of production are five or ten times what they are today - which 
would seem to indicate that the contradiction has not been clearly 
demonstrated. It continues to be unknown at what point an 
economy in which private ownership persists is incapable of 
absorbing its own production. 

In other words, neither of the two versions of the contradic- 
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tion between forces and relations of production has been demon- 
strated. The only version that obviously contains a share of truth 
is the one that does not lead to those political and messianic pro- 
positions on which the Marxists insist most strongly. 


Marx’s sociology, as we have seen, presents another aspect or, 
at any rate, lends itself to an interpretation which is comple- 
mentary to the one I have just been examining. Marx’s sociology 
is, in fact, a sociology of the class struggle. Certain propositions 
are central, fundamental: modern society is an antagonistic 
society; classes are the principal actors in the historical drama of 
capitalism in particular and of history in general; the class struggle 
is the moving power of history and leads to a revolution which 
will mark the end of prehistory and the appearance of a non- 
antagonistic society. 

Marx himself wrote, towards the end of his life, that he had 
found the idea of class and class struggle in the bourgeois his- 
torians, especially in the French ones, but that his own contri- 
bution to the theory of classes consisted of the following three 
propositions: The existence of classes is connected only with 
certain historical phases in the development of production; the 
class struggle leads inevitably to the dictatorship of the prole- 
tariat; this dictatorship is, in turn, merely a transitional stage in 
the abolition of all classes, in the realization of the classless 
society. 

Given these propositions, which are central to Marx’s thought, 
it seems to me that I should raise the most basic question, the one 
I did not raise when I was presenting Marx’s thought because itis 
so difficult a question to answer: What is a social class? A great 


many passages can be found in Marx on this point. There is a 
ne knows, because it occurs on the 


classic passage which everyo! 
last page of the manuscript of Capital. (The final chapter of the 


third volume of Capital is entitled ‘Social Classes’) Since Capi- 
tal is Marx’s principal scientific book, we must consider this 
passage, which is, unfortunately, incomplete. 

In it, Marx distinguished three classes, related to the three 
sources of income: owners of simple labour power; owners of 


capital, and landowners, whose respective sources of income are 
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wages, profit, and ground rent. Hence salaried workers, capi- 
talists, and landowners form the three great classes of modern 
society, based on the capitalist mode of production, v 

This analysis of classes in terms of their economic structure is 
the-one that best answers Marx’s scientific intention, From it, we 
may elucidate one or two of Marx’s essential ideas regarding 
classes. 

(1) A social class is that which occupies a fixed place in the 
process of production. A place in the process of production has 
two meanings, moreover: a place in the technical process of 
production, and a place in legal process superimposed upon the 
technical one. The capitalist, owner of the means of production, 
is at the same time master of the organization of labour, master in 
the technical process, and also, because of his legal position, the 
one who takes the surplus value from the associated producers. 

(2) Class relationships tend to become simpler with the develop- 
ment of capitalism. Indeed, if there are only two sources of in- 
come, aside from ground rent whose importance diminishes with 
industrialization, there are only two large classes: the prole- 
tariat, consisting of those who possess only their labour power, 
and the capitalists, those who appropriate a portion of the surplus 
value, 

The second category of Marx’s texts relating to classes consists 
of his historical studies, most of which are admirable; for ex- 
ample, his study of the German Revolution of 1848 or his study 
of Louis Bonaparte’s coup d’état of the Eighteenth Brumaire. In 
his historical studies, Marx utilized the notion of class, but with- 
out making it into a systematic theory. The enumeration of 
classes in Germany or France is longer and more complete than 
the structural distinction between classes to which I have re- 
ferred, 

For example, in Revolution and Counter-Revolution in Ger- 
many, Marx distinguished the following classes: the feudal nobil- 
ity, the bourgeoisie, the petite bourgeoisie, the upper and middle 
peasantry, the free lower peasantry, the slave peasantry, the 
agricultural labourers, and the industrial workers. In The Class 
Struggle in France, the list is as follows: financial bourgeoisie, 
industrial bourgeoisie, petite bourgeoisie, peasant class, proletarian 
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class, and finally what he calls the Lumpenproletariat, which 
more or less corresponds to what we call the sub-proletariat. 

This enumeration does not contradict the theory of class out- 
lined in the last chapter of Capital. The problem Marx raised in 
these two kinds of passages is not the same. In one case, he was 
trying to ascertain the large groupings characteristic of a capi- 
talist economy; in others he was trying to ascertain the social 
groups that have exerted an influence on political events in par- 
ticular historical circumstances. 

It is true, nevertheless, that it is difficult to effect the transition 
from the structural theory of class, based on the distinction be- 
tween sources of income, to the historical observation of social 
groups. In fact, a class does not constitute a unity simply because, 
from the point of view of economic analysis, its income has a 
single and identical source; from all appearances, there must also 
be a certain psychological community and possibly a certain sense 
of unity or even a desire for common action. 

This observation brings us to a third category of Marxist texts; 
and here I shall quote a classic passage from The Eighteenth 
Brumaire. In this passage, Marx explains why a large group of 
men, even if they share the same economic activity and the same 
style of life, do not necessarily represent a social class, Here is the 
Passage, 

The peasants are an immense mass whose individual members live in 
identical conditions, without however entering into manifold relations 
with one another. Their method of production isolates them from one 


another, instead of drawing them into mutual intercourse. . . « In so 
far as millions of families live under economic conditions that separate 
culture from those of the 


their mode of life, their interests and their 1 
other classes, and that place them in a hostile attitude towards the 
latter, they constitute a class. In so far as there exists among these 
peasants only a local connexion in which the individuality and ex- 
clusiveness of their interests prevent any unity of interest, national 
connexions and political organization among them, they do not 
constitute a class. 

The idea — a very important one — is that community of acti- 
vity, way of thinking, and mode of life is a necessary but insuffi- 
cient condition for the reality of a social class. For there to be a 
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class, there must be a consciousness of unity, a feeling of separa- 
tion from other social classes, and even a feeling of hostility to- 
wards other social classes. Which explains a shorter and more 
categorical passage: ‘Separate individuals form a class only to 
the extent that they must carry on a common struggle against 
another class.’ 

If we take all these passages into consideration, it seems to me 
that we arrive, not at a complete and professorial theory of class, 
but at a political and sociological theory of class which is suffi- 
ciently clear. 

Marx’s original idea was a fundamental contradiction of inter- 
ests between wage earners and capitalists. He was convinced, 
moreover, that this fundamental opposition of interests domi- 
nated all of capitalist society and would assume an increasingly 
simplified form in the course of historical development. 

From another point of view, Marx, as an observer of historical 
reality (and he was an excellent one), was extraordinarily aware of 
the plurality of social groups, a plurality not reducible to two 
large groups, i.e. capitalist on the one hand and wage earners on 
the other. But class, in the true sense of the word, is not to be con- 
fused with any ordinary social group. Social class, in the crue sense 
of the word, implies, beyond a community of existence, the con- 
sciousness of this community and the desire for common action 
with a view toa certain organization of the collectivity. And on this 
level, it is clear that in Marx’s eyes there are in effect only two 
great classes, because there are, in capitalist society, only two 
groups which have truly contradictory images of what society 
should be and have also a definite political and historical pur- 
pose, These two groups are the wage earners and the capitalists. 

In the case of the workers versus the owners of the means of 
production, the various criteria which may be invented or 
observed are identified. The industrial workers have a deter- 
mined mode of existence which depends on the lot they are 
assigned in capitalist society. They are conscious of their soli- 
darity; they are becoming conscious of their antagonism towards 
other social groups. They are, therefore, a social class in the true 
sense of the word, a class which is politically and historically de- 
fined by a will of its own. The proletariat’s will places it in funda- 
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mental opposition to the capitalists. There are sub-groups within 
each of these classes and also groups which are not yet absorbed 
into the camp of one or the other of the two chief actors in the 
drama of history. But these exterior or marginal groups, the mer- 
chants, the petite bourgeoisie, the survivors of a former social 
structure, will gradually, in the course of historical evolution, be 
obliged to join one or the other of the two existing camps: the 
camp of the proletariat or the camp of capitalism. 

These, I think, are Marx’s major ideas regarding social classes. 
What in this theory is most open to debate or misunderstanding? 
It seems to me that two points, central to Marx’s thought, are 
ambiguous and debatable. 

One might say that the point of departure of Marxist analysis 
is the parallel between the rise of the bourgeoisie and the rise of the 
proletariat. In his early writings, Marx described the advent of a 
fourth estate as analogous or similar to the rise of the third. The 
bourgeoisie developed new forces of production within feudal 
society. In the same way; the proletariat is developing new forces 
of production within capitalist society. But this analogy seems to 
me to be false. One must have political passion, as well as genius, 
not to see that the two cases are radically different. 5 

The bourgeoisie, whether commercial or industrial, which 
created new forces of production within feudal society was really a 
new social class formed within the old society. But the bourgeoisie, 
whether commercial or industrial, was a privileged minority 
which performed socially dominant functions. The bourgeoisie 
opposed the feudal ruling class as an economic aristocracy 
opposes a military aristocracy. Hence this socially unprecedented 
privileged class was able to create new forces and relations of 
production within feudal society; at a certain moment in history, 
this socially privileged class overthrew the political superstruc- 
ture of feudalism. The French Revolution, in Marx’s eyes, repre- 
sented the moment when the bourgeois class seized the political 
power still in the hands of the remnants of the politically domi- 


nant feudal class. oH . 

Let us now consider the proletariat. In capitalist society, the 
proletariat is not a privileged minority; it is the great mass of un- 
privileged labourers. The proletariat does not establish new 
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forces or relations of production within capitalist society. The 
workers, the proletarians, are the agents of execution of a system 
of production directed either by capitalists or by technologists. 

Therefore, the analogy between the rise of the proletariat and 
the rise of the bourgeoisie is sociologically false. In order to restore 
the equivalence between the rise of the bourgeoisie and the rise of 
the proletariat, the Marxists are forced.to resort to something 
which they themselves condemn when practised by others, 
namely, myth. For in order to link the rise of the proletariat with 
the rise of the bourgeoisie, one must identify the minority ruling 
the political party in the name of the proletariat with the prole- 
tariat itself, 

In other words, in the last analysis, in order to maintain the 
analogy between the rise of the bourgeoisie and the rise of the 
proletariat, Lenin, Stalin, and Khrushchev must each in turn 
represent the proletariat. In the case of the bourgeoisie, it is the 
bourgeois who are privileged, who control commerce and industry, 
who rule, But when the proletariat has its revolution, it is men 
claiming to represent the proletariat who control commerce and 
industry and who exercise power. 

The bourgeoisie is a privileged minority which passed from a 
socially dominant position to the exercise of political power; the 
proletariat is the great unprivileged mass which cannot, as prole- 
tariat, become the privileged and dominant minority, though of 
course political parties or groups of men may claim to represent 
the proletariat in order to establish a new régime, 

Do not misunderstand me; I make no value judgement as to 
the respective merits of a régime claiming to represent the 
bourgeoisie and one claiming to represent the proletariat. All I 
should like to establish here, because to me these are facts, is that 
the rise of the proletariat cannot, except by mythology, be com- 
pared with the rise of the bourgeoisie and that herein lies the 
central, immediately obvious error of the entire Marxist vision of 
history, an error whose consequences have been considerable. 


This brings us to the difficulties inherent in the Marxist rela- 
tion between sociology and economics, First of all, as I have tried 
to explain, Marx wanted to combine a theory of the functioning 
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of the economy with a theory of the evolution of the capitalist 
economy. This synthesis of theory and history contains two in- 
trinsic difficulties, one at the outset, and one at the end. The ini- 
tial difficulty is this: The capitalist régime, as Marx described it, 
can function only if there exists a group of men who possess 
available capital and consequently are in a position to rent the 
labour power of those who possess nothing else. This raises a his- 
torical question: How does this group of men come to be? What 
is the formative process of the original accumulation of capital 
which is indispensable to the functioning of capitalism itself? 

It is not difficult to explain historically the formation of this 
group of capitalists, Violence, force, guile, theft, and other pro- 
cedures traditional in political history easily account for the 
formation of a group of capitalists. The difficulty is to explain in 
economic terms the formation of this group that is indispensable 
to the functioning of capitalism. In other words, an analysis of 
the functioning of capitalism presupposes at the outset extra- 
economic phenomena in order to create the conditions under 
which the régime can function. 

The same difficulty appears at the conclusion. If you will 
recall, I tried to explain Marx’s notion of the mechanism of self- 
destruction inherent in capitalism, and I also showed how, in the 
last analysis, there was no conclusive demonstration either of the 
cease to function or even of the 
fact that at a given moment, it will cease to function. For the 
economic demonstration of the self-destruction inherent in capi- 
talism to be conclusive, the economist should be able to say, with 
reference to the law of the falling tendency of the rate of profit, 
that capitalism cannot function at a rate of profit below a certain 
percentage; or again, that after a certain point, distribution of 
income is such that the régime is incapable of absorbing its own 
production. But, in fact, neither of these two demonstrations is 
to be found in Capital; even the doctrine of increasing pauperiza- 
tion is not demonstrated in the economic analyses of Capital. 

In other words, Marx gave a certain number of reasons for 
believing that the capitalist régime would have to function badly, 
but there is no economic demonstration of the destruction of 
capitalism because of its internal contradictions; hence it 
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becomes necessary, I think, to introduce at the end as well as at 
the beginning of the process a factor external to capitalism itself, 
which must be of a political order. 

Secondly, there is an essential difficulty about the theory of 
capitalist economy as an economy of exploitation. The capitalist 
theory of exploitation is based on the notion of surplus value. 
The notion of surplus value is, in turn, inseparable from the 
theory of wages. Now, every modern economy is a progressive 
economy. This means that every modern economy must accu- 
mulate a part of the annual production with a view to expanding 
the forces of production; or, to use modern terminology, with a 
view to augmenting the machinery of production. Thus, if capi- 
talist economy is defined as the economy of exploitation, the 
problem is to show how and to what extent the capitalist mecha- 
nism of saving and investment, or again the capitalist mechanism 
of accumulation, differs from the mechanism of accumulation 
which exists or would exist in a modern economy of another type. 

Marx wrote, ‘Accurate, accumulate, that is the law and the 
Prophets.’ In his eyes, the characteristic of capitalist economy is a 
higher rate of accumulation of capital. Yet let us consider an 
economy of the Soviet type. You know that one of the merits 


which theorists of Soviet economy claim for the latter is the high 
percentage of accumulation. 


A century after Marx, the ideological competition between the 
two régimes is focused on the rate of accumulation practised by 
each. All well and good. But the question is whether the capitalist 
mechanism of accumulation is better or worse than the mechan- 
ism of accumulation of another economic régime (better for 
whom, and worse for whom?), 

In abstract terms, the problem is this: In his analysis of 
capitalism, Marx considered simultaneously the characteristics of 
all economies and the characteristics of a modern economy of the 
capitalist type, because he knew no other. A century later, the true 
problem of the true Marxist would be to analyse the peculiarities 
of a modern economy of the capitalist type in relation to the 
peculiarities of a modern economy of another type. 

The theory of wages, the theory of surplus value, the theory of 
accumulation, cease to be entirely satisfactory in themselves. 
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Rather, they represent questions raised, or analytical points of 
departure, in order to differentiate what might be called capitalist 
exploitation from Soviet exploitation or, to employ a more neut- 
tal terminology, to differentiate capitalist surplus value from 
surplus value in the Soviet régime. For, in any régime, it is impos- 
sible to give the workers all the value they produce because a part 
of this value must be set aside, on the one hand for the wages of 
management, and on the other hand for collective accumulation. 
There remain, naturally, important differences between the two 
mechanisms, since in the capitalist régime accumulation proceeds 
via individual profit and since the distribution of income is not 


the same in the two régimes. 


6 


THE various critical remarks I have directed towards Marxism, 
criticisms that are easy to make a century after Marx, imply no 
claim = which would be ridiculous — to superiority. I merely 
want to show that Marx, observing the beginnings of the capi- 
talist régime, was not able to distinguish easily between what is 
implied by a régime of private ownership, what is implied by the 
phase of development of a modern economy which the English 
economy was going through at the time he was observing it, and 
finally what is implied by any industrial economy. - 
Today, the task of economic analysis, sociologically speaking, 


is precisely to discriminate among these three kinds of E 
characteristics of any modern economy, characteristics of a par 
d finally characteristics 


ticular system of modern economy, an es 
linked to one phase of growth of the modern economy. Suc 
discrimination is difficult, since in reality all these characteristics 
are always present and combined. But if one seeks to make a 
Political or moral judgement of a certain system, obviously one 
must not ascribe to the system that which is imputable either to 
the general characteristics of modern economy or to a specific 
Phase of its development. ; 

The very type oe confusion between these different elements 
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is the theory of capital accumulation and surplus value. Every 
modern economy implies accumulation. The rate of accumula- 
tion is higher or lower according to the phase of development and 
also according to the intention of the government of the society in 
question. What does vary, on the other hand, is the economic and 
social mechanism of surplus value, i.e. the mode of circulation of 
savings. A planned economy may obtain a flow of savings of a 
determined type, while an economy in which private ownership 
of the instruments of production persists admits of a more com- 
plex mechanism and does not readily tolerate the authoritarian 
determination of the amount of savings and, thereby, of the per- 
centage of accumulation in relation to total national income. 

I come now to a final aspect of the relation between the econo- 
mic and the sociological analysis, namely, the problem of the 
relation between the political régime and the economic system. 
In my opinion, it is on this point that Marx’s sociology is weakest. 

For what do we find on this decisive problem in Capital, as well 
as in Marx’s other works? A few familiar ideas, always the same 

_ ones. The state is considered essentially as the instrument of 
domination of one class, the instrument by which one class 
exploits the others. In contrast to the economic and social régime, 
consisting of antagonistic classes and of the domination of one 
class over the others, Marx paints the Picture of an economic and 
social régime in which there will no longer be class domination, 
or political power exercised by one class over the others, After 
the antagonistic society, there will appear a non-antagonistic 
society and, as a consequence (by definition, as it were), the state 
will have to disappear, since the state exists only so long as one 
class needs to dominate and exploit the others. 

Between the antagonistic society and the non-antagonistic soci- 
ety of the future is interposed what is called the dictatorship of 
the proletariat, a phrase which occurs twice in Marx’s works, 
particularly in a famous text, The Critique of the Gotha Pro- 

gramme (a programme established by the German socialist party). 
The dictatorship of the proletariat is defined as the final strength- 
ening of the state before the crucial moment when the state itself 
must perish. Before disappearing, the state attains, so to speak, its 
culmination, 
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The dictatorship of the proletariat was not very clearly defined 
in Marx’s writings, which offered two versions of the idea. One 
was that of the Jacobin tradition, namely, the absolute power of a 
party claiming to represent the masses. The other, almost oppo- 
site, version had been suggested to Marx by the experience of the 
Commune of Paris, which tended towards the decentralization of 
political authority. 

This conception of politics and of the disappearance of the 
state in a non-antagonistic society seems to me by far the most 
easily refutable sociological conception in all of Marx’s work. 
Without indulging in any sort of polemics, the reasons why it is 
easy to criticize this theory seem to me to be these. 

(1) No one denies that in any society - and particularly in a 
modern society — there are common functions of administration 
and authority which must be performed. No one can reasonably 
suppose that an industrial society as complex as our own can do 
without an administration, and an administration which is cen- 
tralized in certain respects. 

Moreover, to the extent that we presuppose a planned economy, 
it is inconceivable that there should not be centralized organisms 
to make the fundamental decisions implied by the very idea of 
planning, But these economic and social decisions made by 
central organisms of planning presuppose functions which are 
commonly called functions of state. Therefore, unless we ima- 
gine a period of absolute abundance in which the problem of the 
coordination of production no longer arises, a régime of planned 
economy requires a reinforcement of the administrative and 
directorial functions performed by the central power. k 

In this sense, the two ideas of a planned economy and the dis- 
appearance of the state are contradictory for the foreseeable 
future, so long as it is important to produce as much as possible, 
to produce according to the directives of planning, and to distri- 
bute production among the social classes at the discretion of those 


in power. ist 
Therefore, if the word state refers to all the administrative and 
the state cannot disap- 


directorial functions of the collectivity, u : 
pear in any industrial society, let alone a planned industrial 


society, since by definition central planning implies that a greater 
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number of decisions are made by the government than in a 
capitalist economy, which is partially defined by the decentraliza- 
tion of the decision-making power. 

(2) Hence, the disappearance of the state can have only a sym- 
bolic meaning. What does disappear is the class character of the 
state in question, It is, in fact, conceivable that from the moment 
class rivalry ceases to exist, these administrative and directorial 
functions, instead of expressing the dominant intention of a par- 
ticular group, become the expression of the society as a whole. In 
this sense, one can in fact imagine the disappearance of class 
character, of domination and exploitation, from the state itself. 

But beyond this political interpretation, a new question arises: 
Can the state, in the capitalist régime, be defined solely and essen- 
tially in terms of the power of a given class? 

We have seen that Marx’s central idea is that capitalist society 
is antagonistic, All the essential characteristics of this régime pro- 
ceed from this antagonism. But the question arises as to whether 
or how there could be a society without antagonism. The whole 
argument rests on the qualitative difference between the bourgeois 
class, which exercises Power when it possesses the instruments of 
production, and the proletariat, considered as the class which is 
to succeed the bourgeoisie, 

I have explained why, in my opinion, the comparison between 
the coming to power of the bourgeoisie and the coming to power 
of the proletariat does not hold true in sociological terms. As for 
the relation between the economy and Politics in a non-antagon- 
istic society, the same question arises again in the following 
form: To say that the proletariat is a world class which, at some 
point, assumes power can have only a symbolic significance, 
since the mass of factory workers cannot be confused with the 
dominant minority which exercises power. Consequently, the 
expression ‘the proletariat in power’ is merely a symbolic way of 
referring to the party or group of men claiming to represent the 
masses, { 

As for the non-antagonistic society, the problem is that in a 
society in which there is no longer private ownership of the in- 
struments of production, by definition there is no longer any 
antagonism connected with this ownership; but there are men 
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who exercise power in the name of the masses. There is, therefore, 
a state which performs the administrative and directorial func- 
tions indispensable to any developed society. A society of this 
type is not characterized by the same antagonisms as a society in 
which there is private ownership of the instruments of produc- 
tion. But a society in which the state, by means of economic 
decisions, largely determines the condition of each and every 
man may obviously be characterized by antagonisms between 
groups, whether these be horizontal groups — peasants versus 
workers — or vertical groups — those at the bottom and those at 
the top of the hierarchy. 

Understand, I am not saying that in a society in which econo- 
mic conditions depend on planning and the planning is done by 
the state, conflict is inevitable. I am simply saying that one cannot 
establish the basis for a non-antagonistic society on the mere fact 
that private ownership of the instruments of production has dis- 
appeared and each man’s condition depends on the decisions of the 
state, Because the decisions of the state are made by individuals 
or by a minority, these decisions may correspond to the interests 
of particular groups. There is no pre-established harmony be- 
tween the interests of different groups in a planned society. 

Thus, the power of the state does not and cannot disappear in 
even when private ownership of the instru- 
peared. A planned society can be 
ers, but there is no 
hich correspond 
ts of the col- 


a planned society, 
ments of production has disap 
governed in an equitable manner by the plann 
guarantee that the latter will make decisions w! 
either to the interests of all or to the highest interes 
lectivity, in so far as these can be determined. 

The guarantee of the disappearance of antagonisms would 
Presuppose either that intergroup antagonisms have no other 
basis than private ownership of the instruments of production 
or that the state disappears. But each of these two hypotheses is, 
to say the least, unlikely. There is no reason why all the interests 
of the members of a collectivity should become harmonious 
simply because the instruments of production cease to be private 
Property. One type of antagonism disappears; but not all possible 
antagonisms. Furthermore, as long as administrative and direc- 
torial functions persist, there is by definition the risk that those 
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who perform these functions may be either unjust, ill-informed, 
or unwise and that those governed may not be satisfied with the 
decisions made by those governing. 

Behind these deliberately elementary remarks, there remains a 
fundamental problem, namely, the reduction of politics as such 
to economics. 

Marx’s sociology, at least in its messianic and prophetic form, 
presupposes the reduction of the political order to the economic 
order. But the political order is essentially irreducible to the 
economic order. Whatever the economic and social régime may 
be, the political problem will remain, because it consists in deter- 
mining who governs, how the leaders are chosen, how power is 
exercised, and what the relationship of consent or dissent is 
between the government and the governed, The political order is 
as essential and autonomous as the economic order. These two 
orders have a reciprocal relation. The way in which production 
or the distribution of collective resources is organized influences 
the way in which the problem of authority is solved; and in- 
versely, the way in which the problem of authority is solved in- 
fluences the way in which the problems of production and of the 
distribution of resources are solved. The mistake is to think that a 
certain way of organizing production and the distribution of re- 
sources automatically solves and does away with the problem of 
leadership. The myth of the state’s disappearance is the myth 
that the state exists only to produce and distribute resources and 
that, once this problem of production and distribution of re- 
sources is solved, there is no longer any need for a state, i.e, for 
leadership. 

This myth is doubly misleading. First, the solution of the 
planned economy entails a strengthening of the state. And second, 
even if planning did not entail a strengthening of the state, 
modern society would still have the problem of leadership, of the 
mode in which authority was to be exercised. 

In other words, it is impossible to define the political régime 
simply by the class supposedly exercising power. The political 
régime of capitalism cannot be defined by the power of the 
monopolists any more than the political régime of a socialist 
society can be defined by the power of the proletariat. In the 
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capitalist system, it is not the monopolists who personally exer- 
cise power; and in the socialist régime, it is not the proletariat 
which personally exercises power. In each of these two régimes, 
we must determine which men perform the political functions, 
how they are chosen, how they exercise authority, and what is r 
the relationship of government to governed. It is impossible to 
reduce the sociology of political régimes to a mere appendage of 
the sociology of economics or of social class. 

It remains for me to examine one last aspect of the problem of 
the relation of the economy to the whole of the society: the 
question of ideas or ideologies. Marx often spoke of ideas or 
ideologies, and he tried to explain ways of thinking — intellectual 
systems — in terms of their social context. 

Generally speaking, in Marxist doctrine ideas belong to what 
Marx called the superstructure. The mode of interpretation of 
ideas by the reality may assume various modalities. It is possible 
to explain ways of thinking by the mode of production, the tech- 
nical style of the society in question. But the explanation which 
has been most successful is the one which ascribes certain ideas 
to a certain social class. 


In general, Marx understood by ‘ideology’ the false con- 


sciousness or the false image a social class has of its own situa- 
tion and of society as a whole. To a large extent, he regarded the 


theories of the bourgeois economists as a class ideology. Not that 
he imputed to bourgeois economists the intention of deceiving 
r of giving a false interpretation 


their students or their readers 0 
of reality; but he was inclined to think that a class cannot see the 
As Sartre would say, 


world except in terms of its own situation. 
the bourgeois sees the world defined by the rights he possesses in 
it. The juridical image of a world of rights and obligations is the 
social image which the bourgeois must have as a result of his 
situation as a bourgeois. 
This interpretation — 
consciousness — can be applie 
systems, and economic and social doctrines. B 
difficulties about this interpretation of ideology. 
First, if as a result of its situation a class has a false idea of the 
world — if, for example, the bourgeois class does not understand 
177 
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the mechanism of surplus value or remains the victim of commo- 
dity fetishism — then how did a certain individual member of this 
class (e.g. Marx) succeed in ridding himself of these illusions, of 
this false consciousness? It is possible to find an answer to this 
question, but then another question arises: If every class has a 
partial and partisan way of thinking, there is no longer any such 
thing as truth. How is one ideology superior to another, if every 
ideology is inseparable from the class that creates or adopts it? 
Whence the temptation to reply that, among ideologies, there is 
one that is superior to the others because there is one class 
capable of conceiving the world as it really is. 

In fact, one of the tendencies of Marxist thought is to show 
why in the capitalist world it is the proletariat, and only the 
proletariat, that conceives the truth about the world, because it is 
only the proletariat that conceives the future beyond the revolu- 
tion, 

For example, if you read the works of Lukács, one of the last 
great Marxist Philosophers, you will find in his book ‘History and 
Class Consciousness’ (Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein) an at- 
tempt to prove that class ideologies are not identical and that the 
ideology of the proletarian class is true because, in the situation 
imposed on it by capitalism, the proletariat and only the prole- 
tariat is capable of Conceiving society in its development, in its 
evolution towards the revolution, and hence in its reality, 

There is, then, a primary theory of ideology which tries to 
avoid slipping into utter relativism by maintaining the link be- 
tween ideology and class and at the same time the truth of one of 
the ideologies. 

The difficulty with a formula of this kind is that the truth of 
this class ideology is open to debate. It is easy for defenders of 
other ideologies and other classes to say that we are all on the 
same level; assuming that our view of capitalism is governed by 
our bourgeois prejudice, then your proletarian view is governed by 
your proletarian prejudice. Why should the prejudice of the out’s 
be better as such than the Prejudice of the in’s? Or, if you prefer, 
why should the prejudice of those on the wrong side of the tracks 
be better, as such, than the Prejudice of those on the right side? 
This line of argument leads to a complete scepticism in which all 
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ideologies are equal, equally partial and partisan, prejudiced, and 
therefore illusory. 

Another direction has therefore been explored which seems to 
me preferable, the same direction that has been taken by the 
sociology of knowledge. There is good reason to establish dis- 
tinctions between different types of intellectual constructs. In a 
certain sense, all thinking is related to social milieu, but the rela- 
tion of painting, physics, mathematics, political economy, or 
political doctrines to social reality is not the same. 

It is proper to distinguish scientific methods or theories related 
to, but not dependent on, the social reality from ideologies or mis- 
conceptions resulting from class situations which prevent men 
from seeing the truth. Or again, it is proper to establish distinc- 
tions between types of intellectual constructs and to study care- 
fully the modalities of the relation of these different types of 
intellectual constructs to the social reality. Š 

This task is the very one which the various sociologists of 
knowledge, Marxist and non-Marxist, are trying to accomplish 
in order to safeguard, on the one hand, the possible universal 
truth of certain sciences and, on the other, the possible universal 


value of works of art. j 
Indeed, it is important for a Marxist or a non-Marxist not to 
reduce the significance of a scientific or aesthetic production to 
its class content. Marx, who was a great admirer of Greek art, 
knew just as well as the sociologists of knowledge that the signi- 
ficance of human creations is not exhausted by their class content. 
Works of art have value and meaning even for other classes and 
other ages. : 
Without in the least denying that thinking is related to social 


reality and that certain varieties of thinking are related to spe) 
class, it is important to re-establish aul eee une 1 
defend ts which seem indispensable if w 

O in which the thinker can 


avoid nihilism: ere are domains 
: mae d not merely a truth of class. (2) 


arrive at a truth valid for all, an a 
There are domains in which the intellectual and aesthetic pios 
ducts of societies have value and importance for the men of other 


societies. 
* 
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I would like to conclude by indicating very briefly the Marxist 
schools which have come into being since Marx, Basically, there 
have been three major crises in Marxist thought during the last 
century. The first is the one which has been called the crisis of 
‘revisionism’. Regrettably, this word has been used several times 
in history with meanings which are both different and related. 
The first crisis was that of German social democracy at the end of 
the last century and the beginning of this one. The two pro- 
tagonists were Karl Kautsky and Eduard Bernstein. The basic 
argument was this: Is capitalist economy changing in such a 
manner that the revolution which we predict and on which we 
are counting will occur according to plan? Bernstein was the 
revisionist who declared that class antagonisms were not increas- 
ing in the capitalist economy, that economic concentration was 
not coming about either as quickly or as completely as had been 
anticipated, and that consequently it was not certain wisdom to 
rely on the historical dialectic to achieve both the catastrophe of 
revolution and the non-antagonistic society, This Kautsky-Bern- 
Stein dispute ended 


> with the victory of Kautsky and 
the defeat of the revisionists. The orthodox thesis was main- 
tained, 

The second crisis in Marxist thought was the crisis of Bol- 
shevism. A party calling itself Marxist seized the power in Rus- 
sia, and this party, as was natural, described its victory as the 
victory of a proletarian revolution. A fraction of the Marxists - 
the orthodox Marxists of the Second International, the majority 
of the German socialists, and the majority of Western socialists — 
did not agree. Since, let us Say, I9I7 to 1920 there has been 
within those parties calling themselves Marxist a dispute whose 
central point might be summarized as follows. Is Soviet power a 
dictatorship of the proletariat or a dictatorship over the prole- 
tariat? These expressions were used as early as I917 to 1920 by 
the two great protagonists of this second crisis, Lenin and Kaut- 
sky. In the first crisis of revisionism, Kautsky was on the side of 
orthodoxy. In the Bolshevist crisis, he believed that he was still 
on the side of orthodoxy; but there was now a new orthodoxy to 
victimize him, 
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Lenin’s thesis was simple and may be summarized as follows. 
The Bolshevik party that called itself Marxist and proletarian 
represented the proletariat in power; the power of the Bolshevik 
party was the dictatorship of the proletariat. Since, after all, it 
had never been known with any certainty what the dictatorship 
of the proletariat would be like, the hypothesis that the power of 
the Bolshevik party was the dictatorship of the proletariat was, in 
the last analysis, rather tempting, and in any case it could be 
maintained. From this point on, everything was easy, for: if the 
power of the Bolshevik party was the power of the proletariat, 
the Soviet régime was a socialist proletarian régime, and the con- 
struction of socialism followed from it. 

On the other hand, according to Kautsky’ 
occurring in a non-industrialized country in which the working 
class was in a minority could not be a socialist proletarian revo- 


lution. The dictatorship of one party was not a dictatorship of 


the proletariat but a dictatorship over the proletariat. : 
loped two schools of Marxist 


From this cleavage there devel ; i 
thought: one which regarded the régime of the Soviet Union as 


the fulfilment, with a few unforeseen modifications, of Marx’s 
ich believed that the essence of 


prophecies, and the other whi essence 
Marxist thought had been distorted, because true socialism im- 
plied not only collective ownership and planning but political 
democracy as well. According to the second school, socialist 
planning without democracy is not socialism. aa 

The third crisis, finally, is the one in which we are living and 


which might be expressed by the question: Is there, hewa e 
Bolshevik version and what we might call the saa nanen 
British version of socialism, a third, intermediate term 


3 RERAN 
T it i ious that one of the possible modalities o 
pa pe i he direction of a more 


socialist society is central planning andert calling i 
or less absolute state, itself identified with a party | ze pee 
socialist, This is the Soviet version of Marxist doctrine. taere 


a second version, the Western version, whose most perfect form 
is probably Swedish society, where there is a mixture of paas 
and public institutions and a very extensive equalization o ie 
come, Partial planning and partially collective ownership ol 
the instruments of production are combined with Western 
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democratic institutions, i.e. multiple parties, free elections, free 
discussion of ideas and doctrines. A Sovietized socialism, on the 
one hand, and a bourgeoisified socialism, on the other: these are 
the two very obvious extremes in the modern world. 

The Marxists are those who do not doubt that the true lineage 
of Marx is Soviet society. Western socialists do not doubt that 
the Western version is less unfaithful to the spirit of Marx than 
the Soviet version. But many Marxist intellectuals of our time 
find neither of these two versions altogether satisfactory. They 
would like a third version, that is, a society which, in a certain 
sense, would be as socialist and as planned as Soviet society and 
which, at the same time, would be as liberal as a society of the 
Western type. I shall not attempt to decide whether this third 
term can exist outside the minds of philosophers; after all, there 
are more things under heaven than can be found in our philo- 
sophy. Perhaps there will be a third term, but, for the moment, 
itis only an abstract Possibility. 

A last word: it is unwarranted to formulate the solution Marx 
would offer to our problems. One need not be a Marxist to 
believe that a thinker is inseparable from the age in which he 
lives, All those who try to prove that Marx would be a Soviet 
socialist or a Swedish one, symbolically speaking, are making a 
statement which is not only undemonstrable but to a large extent 
meaningless, There is no way of knowing what Marx would be 
today, because Marx’s thought had not conceived the differentia- 
tion which the course of history has effected, Once you are 
obliged to say that certain Phenomena which Marx criticized are 
imputable not to capitalism but to industrial society, others to 
the phase of development he observed, others solely to the system 
of ownership, you are embarking on a train of thought of which 
Marx was capable, of course (for Marx was a very great man), 
but which was foreign to Marx as he lived, In all probability, 
Marx, who had a rebel’s temperament, would not be enthusi- 
astic about any of the versions, any of the modalities of society 
which call themselves Marxist, But which would he prefer? An 


answer seems to me impossible and, in the last analysis, rather 
pointless, 
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Alexis de Tocqueville 


I 


TOCQUEVILLE is not ordinarily included among the founders of 
sociology ; I consider this neglect of Tocqueville’s sociological 
writings unjustified. But I have still another reason for wishing to 
discuss him. For in studying Montesquieu, Comte, and Marx, 
the relation between economic phenomena and the political 
organization of society was necessarily central to my analyses. 
Each time I explained first the interpretation given by the thinker 
of the society in which he was living. The historical diagnosis was 


the primary fact to which I related the system of each sociologist. 


Tocqueville’s historical diagnosis differs from that of Comte or 
r to the industrial reality, 


Marx, Instead of giving priority eithe: 
as Comte did, or to the capitalist reality, as Marx did; he gave 
priority to the democratic reality. I shall attempt to define what 
Tocqueville meant by the irresistible advance of modern socie- 
ties towards democracy. And I shall explore the manner in which 
Tocqueville himself conceived his work and, as we might say ina 
language unknown to him, the manner in which he conceived 
sociology. 
Tocqueville’s theory, 
mination of certain stru 


if we may call it that, involves the deter- 
ctural traits of modern societies and then 
the comparison of the various modalities of these societies. Now, 
Comte observed industrial society, and without in the least deny- 
ing that it may admit of secondary differences from one nation 
or continent to another, he put the emphasis on the character- 
istics common to all industrial societies. Comte defined industrial 
society and believed that from this definition one could indicate 
the characteristics of the political and intellectual organization of 
every industrial society. Marx defined the capitalist régime and 
believed that from this definition one could determine certain 
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phenomena which must exist in all societies with capitalist 
régimes. Tocqueville, on the other hand, noted certain charac- 
teristics which are related to the essence of any modern or demo- 
cratic society; but he added that, beyond these foundations 
common to all modern societies, there are many possible political 
régimes. Democratic societies may be liberal or despotic; demo- 
cratic societies may and must assume different forms in the 
United States or in Europe, in Germany or in France, Conse- 
quently, Tocqueville is a comparative sociologist par excellence; 
he tries to determine significance by comparing types of societies 
belonging to the same species, 

Now, since I personally consider the essential task of sociology 
to be precisely this comparison of types within the same species, 
I feel it is worthwhile to set forth briefly the leading ideas of a man 
who in Anglo-Saxon countries is regarded as one of the greatest 
political thinkers of the nineteenth century, the equal of Montes- 
quieu in the eighteenth — and yet who, in France, has always 
been neglected by sociologists. The modern sociological school 
of Durkheim derived from the work of Auguste Comte, and 
because of this, French sociologists have emphasized the phen- 
omena of social structure at the expense of the phenomena of 
political institutions, This is Probably the reason Tocqueville has 
not figured in'the foreground of their thinking. 


Tocqueville wrote two major books, of which one is Democracy 
in America. He wrote it when 


1835 and the second five years later, He was a deputy under the 
régime of Louis Philippe. He himself belonged to a family of the 
old Norman nobility and was elected in the district where his 
château was located and still stands today. At the assembly of the 
Orleanist monarchy, he was ranked among what was called the 
‘dynastic opposition’, He had little liking for the régime of Louis 
Philippe, which he considered narrow, egoistical, a monopoly of 
the middle class which had secured power and places for itself. 
In a famous speech of January 1848, he predicted the coming of 
the revolution, although he considered this revolution one of the 
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most senseless in the history of France. Under the Second 
Republic, he was for five months minister of foreign affairs to 
Louis Bonaparte, President of the Republic. The head of his 
cabinet was Count Gobineau, the racist theoretician, for whom 
Tocqueville had some affection but whose ideas he did not 
share. (A very interesting correspondence between Gobineau 
and Tocqueville has been published.) After the coup d’état of 
Louis Bonaparte, Tocqueville retired from politics and began to 
study the origins of nineteenth-century France, Somewhat as 
Taine, after the defeat of 1870, studied the origins of contem- 
porary France, Alexis de Tocqueville, after the coup d’état, 
studied the origins of the Revolution, and his efforts resulted in a 
book entitled The Old Régime and the French Revolution. This 
book constitutes only the first part of a general work which he 
intended to devote to the French Revolution and the formation 
of modern French society. His model was Montesquieu’s Con- 
siderations on the Causes of the Grandeur and Decadence of the 
Romans. It was also his ambition to make history intelligible - not 
to recount events, but to determine their underlying causes. He 
did not have time to write the second part of the book he con- 
templated. Fragments of it, found among his papers, have been 
published. : x 
Besides these two principal books, Democracy in America and 
The Old Régime and the French Revolution, there appeared after 
his death a volume called Recollections — recollections of the 
Revolution of 1848 and of his time spent at the ministry of 
foreign affairs, His correspondence and speeches have also been 
published, But most important to us are his two major books, 
one on America and the other on France, which are, as it were, 
the two leaves of a diptych. The book on America seems to have 
been intended to ariswer the question: Why is American Genes 
cratic society liberal? The Old Régime and the French Reo 
is intended to answer the question: Why does France, in the 
course of her evolution towards democracy, have so much 
trouble maintaining a political régime of liberty? nee. 
The point of departure for our study must necessarily De 
definition of the notion of democracy OF democratic society 


itings, just as with Comte 


which runs through Tocqueville’s wr 
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we defined the notion of industrial society, or with Marx the 
notion of the capitalist régime. This definition of a democratic 
society is not reached without some difficulty, and it has often 
been said that Tocqueville used the word constantly without ever 
defining it accurately. 
I should like to quote first a passage from the second volume of 
The Old Régime and the French Revolution, i.e. from the collec- 
tion of notes found among Tocqueville’s papers, 


Much confusion is caused by the employment given to these words: 

democracy, democratic institutions, democratic government. Unless they 
are clearly defined and unless there is agreement about their definition, 
we shall live in an inextricable confusion of ideas, to the great advan- 
tage of demagogues and of despots: 
They will say that a country governed by an absolute ruler is a 
democracy because he governs by such laws and maintains such insti- 
tutions as are favourable to the great mass of the people. Such a 
government, it will be said, is democratic, a democratic monarchy. 

But democratic government, democratic monarchy can mean only one 
thing in the true sense of these words: a government where the people 
more or less participate in their government. Its sense is intimately 
bound to the idea of political liberty. To give the democratic epithet 
to a government where there is no Political liberty is a palpable 
absurdity, since this departs from the natural meaning of these words. 

Such false or obscure expressions are adopted: (a) because of the 
wish to give the masses illusions, since the expression ‘democratic 
government’ will always evoke a certain degree of appeal; (b) because 
of the embarrassing difficulty in finding a single term which would 
explain the complex system of an absolute government where the 
People do not at all Participate in public affairs but where the upper 
classes have no privileges either and where legislation aims to provide 
as much material welfare as possible. 


I am inclined to say that this passage, which I selected delib- 
erately, gives democracy a peculiarly political definition which is 
not particularly consistent with the way in which Tocqueville 
ordinarily used the term. Indeed, in this passage Tocqueville 
seems to imply that in reality democracy exists only to the extent 
that political liberty does. In this case, the word democracy 
would still have its traditional acceptation. It would designate a 
mode of government; and if this mode of government were not 
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characterized by popular participation in the exercise of power, 
there would be no democracy. 

But, as a matter of fact, more often than not Tocqueville 
did not use the word democracy in this sense, but to designate 
a certain type of society much more often than a certain 
type of power. To give a counterpart to the first passage I 
quoted, I shall quote another, this time from Democracy in 


America. 


But if you hold it expedient to divert the moral and intellectual ac- 
tivity of man to the production of comfort and the promotion of general 
well-being; if a clear understanding be more profitable to man than 
genius; if your object is not to stimulate the virtues of heroism, but the 
habits of peace; if you had rather witness vices than crimes, and are 
content to meet with fewer noble deeds, provided offences be dimin- 
ished in the same proportion; if, instead of living in the midst of a 
brilliant society, you are contented to have prosperity around you; if, in 
short, you are of the opinion that the principal object of a government 
is not to confer the great possible power and glory upon the body of 
the nation, but to ensure the greatest enjoyment and to avoid the most 
misery to each of the individuals who compose it — if such be your 
desire, then equalize the conditions of men and establish democratic 


institutions. 2 

But if the time 1s past at which such a choice was possible, and if some 
power superior to that of man already hurries us, without consulting 
our wishes, towards one or the other of these two governments, let us 


endeavour to make the best of that which is allotted to us and, by 
finding out both its good and its evil tendencies, be able to foster the 
former and repress the latter to the utmost. 

This highly eloquent passage; full of rhetorical antitheses, is 
altogether characteristic of the style, the manner, and, I would 
even say, the substance of Tocqueville’s thought. x 

For Tocqueville, democracy is the equalization of conditions. 
That society is democratic in which there no longer exist, as in 
the old régime, distinctions of orders and classes, in which all the 
individuals who make up the collectivity are socially equal — I 
repeat, socially equal: this does not mean intellectually equal, 
which would be absurd, or economically equal, which, according 


tone i impossible. To be socially equal means 
a mae eae ditions and that all 


that there is no hereditary difference of con 
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occupations, all professions, all titles, and all honours are acces- 
sible to all. 

But if such is the essence of democracy, it is clear that the 
government proper to an equalitarian society is the one which, in 
the first quotation, Tocqueville called democratic government. 
For if there is no essential difference of condition between mem- 
bers of the collectivity, it is natural that the sovereignty be in the 
hands of the people as a whole. Thus we return to the definition 
of democracy given by Montesquieu and the classical authors. 
The whole of the social body is sovereign, and participation of all 
in the choice of rulers and in the exercise of authority is the 
logical expression of a democratic society, that is to say an 
equalitarian society. 

But further, as one learns from the second passage, a society of 
this order, in which equality is the social law and democracy the 
temper of the state, is also a society whose first objective is the 
well-being of the greatest number, It is a society whose objective 
is not power or glory, but peace and prosperity. If we were to 
use the language of today, we would call it a bourgeois society. 
And Tocqueville, as the descendant of a noble family, fluctuated 
in his judgement of democratic society between severity and in- 
dulgence, between the Teticence of his heart and the reluctant con- 
sent of his reason. (I am paraphrasing a letter of Tocqueville’s in 
which he wrote that his reason favours a society of this kind, 
whose objective and justification is to assure the greatest well- 
being of the greatest number, but that his heart cannot defend 
without reservations a society in which the sense of grandeur and 
glory tends to disappear.) 

If this is the characteristic of modern democratic society, I 
think the central problem in Tocqueville may be understood by 
referring to the author who he himself said was constantly in his 
mind when he was writing Democracy in America, namely, Mon- 
tesquieu. For this central problem in Tocqueville is a develop- 
ment of one of the problems raised by Montesquieu, 

One may recall that according to Montesquieu, two of his 
three political régimes (republic, monarchy, and despotism) were 
Moderate and the third was not. Republic and monarchy are, or 
can be, moderate régimes in which liberty is preserved; while, by 
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definition, despotism, or the arbitrary rule of one man, is not and 
cannot be a moderate régime. Between the two moderate rég- 
imes, republic and monarchy, we observe a fundamental oppo- 
sition: between the equality of orders and conditions which is the 
principle of the ancient republics and the inequality of orders and 
conditions which is the essence of modern monarchies, or at any 
rate of the French monarchy. As a consequence, Montesquieu 
thought that liberty can be preserved in political régimes in two 
ways or in two types of society: the small republics of antiquity, 
whose principle is virtue and in which individuals are and must 
be as equal as possible; and, on the other hand, the modern mon- 
archies, large states whose principle is honour and in which 
inequality of conditions is, as it were, the very condition of 
liberty. In fact, it is to the degree that each man feels obliged to 
remain loyal to the obligations of his rank that the power of the 
king, which must be exercised according to law and with moder- 
ation, does not degenerate into absolute and arbitrary power. 

In other words, in the modern monarchy — at least in the 
French monarchy as conceived by Montesquieu — inequality is 
both the mechanism and the guarantee of liberty. But in study- 
ing England, Montesquieu had studied the phenomenon, new to 
him, of representative government. He had discovered in Eng- 
land that the aristocracy engaged in commerce and was not. cor- 
rupted thereby. There he had observed a liberal, commercial 
monarchy in operation. 

Tocqueville’s conception might 


ment of Montesquieu’s theory of the En 
ville, writing after the Revolution, could not imagine that for 


moderns the foundation and guarantee of liberty is inequality of 
conditions, for the simple reason that inequality of conditions 
had disappeared, at least in his eyes. It would be senseless to 
wish to restore the authority and privileges of an aristocracy 
which was destroyed: by the Revolution. 

The liberty of the moderns, to speak in the manner of Ben- 
jamin Constant, cannot therefore be based, as Montesquieu sug- 
gested in his theory of monarchy, on the differentiation of orders 
and states, Equality of condition is the major fact, an irresistible 
development which must inspire us with a sort of sacred terror, 
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as before a movement willed by Providence. Again I am para- 
phrasing Tocqueville; read the Preface to Democracy in America. 
Here Tocqueville’s point is this: since the liberty of the moderns 
cannot be based on inequality of condition, it must be based on 
the democratic reality of equality of condition. But this liberty 
can be safeguarded in an equalitarian society only by institutions 
whose model he believed he had found in America. 

What does he understand by liberty? Again, it must be under- 
stood at once that Tocqueville, who did not write in the manner 
of modern sociologists, had not given a careful definition of what 
he meant by liberty. But, in my opinion, it is not difficult to state 
this precisely, according to the requirements of twentieth-century 
pedantry. Moreover, I think his conception of liberty closely 
resembles Montesquieu’s, 

The first term that constitutes the content of ‘ liberty’ is ‘secu- 
tity’, that is, the guarantee against arbitrary governments, When 
Power is exercised only according to law, individuals have 
security. But since men are not to be trusted and since no indi- 
vidual is virtuous enough to wield absolute power without be- 
Coming corrupted,- again I am paraphrasing Tocqueville - abso- 
lute power cannot be given to anyone, It is necessary, therefore, a 
Montesquieu would have said, for power to check power. There 
must be a plurality of centres of force — a plurality of political and 
administrative organs which balance one another. And since all 
men participate in the Sovereignty, those who exercise power 
must, in a sense, be the representatives or delegates of the gov- 
erned. In other words, there must be self-government; the 
people, in so far as materially possible, must govern themselves. 

Hence, the problem in Tocqueville might be summarized as 
follows: Under what conditions can a society in which the lot of 
individuals tends to become uniform avoid falling into despotism 
and safeguard its liberty? In ordinary language, one might say 
that the problem in Tocqueville is that of the compatibility of 
equality and liberty. 

Before commenting further on Democracy in America, perhaps 
I should say a word about Tocqueville’s interpretation of what 


was essential in the eyes of his contemporaries, Comte and 
Marx, 
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To my knowledge, Tocqueville did not know the work of 
Auguste Comte; he must have heard of it, but it does not seem to 
have played any sort of role in the development of his thought. 
As for Marx’s work, my guess is that he did not know it. Tocque- 
ville could, of course, have read The Communist Manifesto; but 
The Communist Manifesto was more famous in 1948 than it was in 
1848. In 1848 it was the pamphlet of a political refugee who had 
fled to London; and there is no evidence, to my knowledge - 
though I say it with hesitation, for one would have to read or re- 
read all of Tocqueville’s correspondence in order to be sure — 
that Tocqueville knew of this obscure pamphlet which has since 
become so famous. 

As for those phenomena which were essential in the eyes of 
Comte and Marx, i.e. industrial society and capitalism, naturally 
Tocqueville did discuss them. He agreed with Comte as well as 
with Marx on the apparently obvious fact that the preferred 
activity of the societies of his day was commercial and industrial 
activity; he said so apropos of America, and he assumed that the 
same tendency prevailed in, European societies. Although he did 
not express himself in the same style as Saint-Simon or Auguste 
Comte, he would also have been inclined to contrast the societies 
of the past, in which military activity predominated, with the 
societies of his time, whose objective and mission was the well- 


being of the greatest number. ; Å r 
But Tocqueville had a tendency to combine commercial an 


industrial activity; and when he discussed this predominance of 
commercial and industrial activity in American society, or even 
in European societies, he interpreted it primarily in relation to 
the past and to his central theme, that of democracy. He tried to 
show that industrial and commercial activity do not re-establish 
an aristocracy in the manner of the past. The inequality of 
fortunes implied by commercial and industrial activity did not 
seem to him to contradict the equalitarian tendency of modern 


societies. ) l zA 
First of all, in his eyes, commercial, industrial, transtera le 
It does not become crystallized in 


wealth is mobile, so to speak. i 
; vileged position from generation to 


families that maintain their pri 
generation. 
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Further, he believed that between the captain of industry and 
his workers there do not arise those hierarchical ties of depend- 
ence which formerly existed between the aristocrat and the 
peasants or farmers. He regarded the only historical foundation 
for a true aristocracy to be landownership or military activity. 

Consequently, in his sociological vision, inequalities of wealth, 
however extreme, do not contradict the fundamental equality of 
condition characterizing modern societies. There is a passage in 
Chapter XX of Democracy in America in which, speaking of the 
captains of industry, for a moment Tocqueville suggested that if 
an aristocracy is ever to be re-established in democratic society, it 
will be by the captains of industry, But, generally speaking, it 
may be said that he did not believe that modern industry would 
give rise to an aristocracy. He believed that inequalities of wealth 
would tend rather to diminish in Proportion as modern societies 
become more democratic, and above all he believed that these 
industrial and commercial fortunes were too precarious to be the 
basis for a durable hierarchical structure. 

In other words, it may be said that in distinction to that catas- 
trophic and apocalyptic vision of the development of capitalism 
characteristic of Marx’s thought, Tocqueville, as early as 1835, 
was fashioning the half-enthusiastic, half-resigned — perhaps 
more resigned than enthusiastic — theory of what is known today 
as the welfare state, or universal embourgeoisement. 

It is interesting to compare the three visions of Comte, Marx, 
and Tocqueville. One was the organizational vision of those we 
today call technocrats; the next, the apocalyptic vision of those 
who yesterday were revolutionaries 3 the third was the equable 
vision of a society in which everyone has something and every- 
one, or almost everyone, is interested in Maintaining the social 
order. Personally, I think that of these three visions the one that 
most closely resembles Western European societies today is 
Tocqueville’s. In all fairness, I should add that the European 
society of the 1930s tended to be closer to Marx’s vision; but 
which of these visions will most closely resemble European 
Society in the 1970s and 1980s is a question which, of course, 
no one is now in a position to answer. 

Let us turn now to Democracy in America, bearing in mind the 
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question raised by Tocqueville: Why is American democracy 
free or liberal? 

I shall quote Tocqueville’s own enumeration of causes because 
it also indicates his theory of determinants or variables. The three 
kinds of causes named by Tocqueville are (1) the accidental and 
particular situation in which American society happened to be, 
(2) the laws, and (3) the customs and manners. 

The accidental and particular situation means the geographical 
space where the European immigrants settled and the absence of 
neighbouring states, i.e. enemy states, Or at any rate potential 
enemies. Up to the time Tocqueville was writing, American 
society had enjoyed the exceptional advantage of having a mini- 
mum of diplomatic obligations and of running a minimum of 


military risks. At the same time, it was a society created by men 
provided with all the technical equipment of a mature civiliza- 
ted space — a situation which 


tion, who had settled on an unlimi 
was unparalleled in Europe and which, in Tocqueville’s eyes, 
afforded one explanation for both the absence of an aristocracy 
and the pre-eminence accorded to industrial activity. 

It might be said, adopting a theory of modern sociology, that 
the condition for the formation of a landed aristocracy is scarcity 
of land. But if scarcity of land is the condition for aristocratic 
ownership, it is easily understood why the latter did not come 
into being in the American vastness. The idea is found in 
Tocqueville, but it is only one among many, and I do not assume 
that for him it was the fundamental explanation. 

He was more inclined to put the emphasis on the system of 
values of the Puritan immigrants, with their double sense of 
equality and liberty; and he outlined a theory according to which 
the characteristics of a society P 


roceed, as it were; from its 
origins. Thus, American society has supposedly preserved the 
characteristics of its founders, the first immigrants. 

Let me add that Tocqueville, as a good student of Montes- 
quieu, established a hierarchy among the three kinds of causes he 
named: geographical and historical situation exerts less influence 
than laws, and laws are less important than customs, manners, 
and religion. In the same conditions, with other manners and 
other laws, another society would have emerged. The historical 
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and geographical conditions he analysed were merely favour- 
able circumstances. The true causes of the liberty enjoyed 
by American democracy are good laws and even more so the 
customs, manners, and beliefs without which there can be no 
liberty. 

Thus, American society can provide, not a model, but a lesson 
to European societies by showing them how liberty is safe- 
guarded in a democratic society. 


2 


AT the end of the last section, I indicated briefly what Tocque- 
ville meant by the first category of causes, that is to say, the 
origins and mentality of the founders, the immensity of the terri- 
tory, the abundance of resources, This brings me to the second 
category of causes, namely, the laws. 

The chapters Tocqueville devoted to American laws may be 
studied from two points of view. On the one hand, we may ask to 
what extent Alexis de Tocqueville accurately understood the 
functioning of the American Constitution in his time and to what 
extent he foresaw the changes that have taken place in it. In other 
words, there is a possible, interesting, and legitimate study which 
would consist of a comparison of Tocqueville’s interpretation 
with interpretations which were given in his time or are still 
given today. There is, indeed, a considerable American literature 
on this subject. In particular, one American historian, G. W. 
Pierson, has reconstructed Tocqueville’s journey, detailed the 
traveller’s encounters with important Americans, and discovered 
the origins of certain of his ideas; in other words, he has con- 
fronted Tocqueville, as interpreter of American society, with his 
informants and commentators. I shall not be concerned here 
with this sort of study. = 

The second possible method consists simply in tracing the 
broad outlines of Tocqueville’s interpretation of the American 
Constitution and showing its relation to general sociological 
problems, Montesquieu’s and his own: Which are the laws, in a 
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democratic society, most propitious to the safeguarding of 
freedom? 

Here, very generally, are Tocqueville’s essential ideas. Tocque- 
ville emphasized the benefits which the United States derives 
from the federal character of its Constitution. A federal constitu- 
tion may, in a certain sense, combine the advantages of both great 
and small states. (It may be recalled that Montesquieu, in The 
Spirit of the Laws, also devoted a few chapters to this same prin- 
ciple, which makes it possible to organize the power necessary to 
the security of the state without incurring the evils peculiar to 
great concentrations of men.) I shall quote a passage from the 
first volume of Democracy in America. 


If none but small nations existed, I do not doubt that mankind 
would be more happy and more free; but the existence of great nations 
is unavoidable. 

Political strength thus becomes a condition of national prosperity. 
It profits a state but little to be affluent and free if it is perpetually 
exposed to be pillaged or subjugated; its manufactures and commerce 
are of small advantage if another nation has the empire of the seas and 
gives the law in all the markets of the globe, Small nations are often 
miserable, not because they are small, but because they are weak; and 
great empires prosper less because they are great than because they 
are strong. Physical strength is therefore one of the first conditions of 
the happiness and even of the existence of nations. Hence it occurs 
that, unless very peculiar circumstances intervene, small nations are 
always united to large empires in the end, either by force or by their 
own consent. I do not know a more deplorable condition than that of a 
people unable to defend itself or to provide for its own wants. 

The federal system was created with the intention of combining the 
different advantages which result from the magnitude and the little- 
ness of nations; and a glance at the United States of America discovers 
the advantages which they have derived from its adoption. 

In great centralized nations the legislator is obliged to give a charac- 
ter of uniformity to the laws, which does not always suit the diversity 
of customs and of districts; as he takes no cognizance of special cases, 
he can only proceed upon general principles; and the population are 
obliged to conform to the requirements of the laws, since legislation 
cannot adapt itself to the exigencies and the customs of the population, 
Which is a great cause of trouble and misery. This disadvantage does 
not exist in confederations. 
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We see that, in this passage, Tocqueville revealed a certain pes- 
simism as to the possibility of the existence of small nations which 
are not strong enough to defend themselves. It is curious to re- 
read this passage today, for we wonder what, given this view of 
human affairs, Tocqueville would say about the large number of 
nations, incapable of defending themselves, which are being 
born in the world right now. Perhaps, however, he would revise 
this general formula by adding that nations which are not self- 
sufficient may be capable of surviving if the conditions necessary 
to their security are created by the international system. 

However this may be, Tocqueville — true, as it were, to the 
constant conviction of the classical philosophers — required the 
State to be large enough to possess the power necessary to 
security and small enough for legislation to be adapted to the 
diversity of circumstances and localities. This combination ob- 
tains only in a federal or confederate constitution, which, in 
Tocqueville’s eyes, was the first and highest merit of the laws 
that Americans have made for themselves, 

Further, he saw quite clearly that the American federal Con- 
stitution guaranteed what is known today as the free circulation 
of property, persons, and capital; in other words, that the federal 
principle would be able to prevent the formation of internal 
customs duties and hence the dislocation of the economic unity 
of the American territory, 

Tocqueville believed that two principal dangers threaten the 
existence of democracies, They are ‘the complete subjection of 
the legislature to the will of the electoral body, and the concen- 
tration of all the other powers of the government in the legislative 
branch’, These two dangers are expressed in traditional lang- 
uage. A democratic government, in the eyes of a Montesquieu or a 
Tocqueville, must not be such that the people can abandon them- 
selves to all the impulses of their passions and determine the 
decisions of the government. Moreover, Tocqueville held that 
every democratic régime tends towards centralization and simul- 
taneously towards the concentration of power in the legislative 
body. 

Now, the American Constitution provides for the division of 
the legislative body into two assemblies, It establishes a presi- 
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dency of the republic, which Tocqueville in his day considered 
weak, but which is relatively independent of direct pressures 
from either the electoral or the legislative body. Moreover, in the 
United States the legal spirit is the only substitute for an aristo- 
cracy and the respect for legal form is favourable to the safe- 
guarding of freedom. Tocqueville noted further the plurality of 
American political parties which, moreover, he rightly remarked, 
are not, like French parties, motivated by ideological convic- 
tions; they do not defend contradictory principles of government 
but represent the organization of interests and tend merely to 
discuss pragmatically the problems facing society. 

Tocqueville added two other semiconstitutional political cir- 
cumstances which contribute to the safeguarding of liberty. One 
is the freedom of association and the increase of voluntary 
organizations. As soon as a question is raised in a town, a county, 
or even on the level of the federal state as a whole, a certain 
number of citizens appear and form a voluntary organization for 
the purpose of studying and possibly answering it. To paraphrase 
Tocqueville, whether it is a case of building a hospital in a small 
town or of investigating the cause of war or abolishing war, 
whatever its order of magnitude, a voluntary organization will 
emerge to devote its free time and especially its money to study- 
ing the problem. 

The second semiconstitutional political circumstance is free- 
dom of the press. Tocqueville said, in essence, that it is burdened 
with disadvantages of all kinds, so greatly are the newspapers 
inclined to abuse it, so difficult is it for such freedom not to 
degenerate into licence. But he continued, in a formula resem- 
bling Churchill’s statement about democracy, to the effect that 
there is only one régime worse than freedom of the press, and 
that is the suppression of that freedom. In the societies of today, 
total freedom is still preferable to total suppression of that free- 
dom. And Tocqueville seemed to think that between these two 
extreme forms there is scarcely any middle ground, 

One may study with profit the many pages Tocqueville de- 
voted to the American legal system, the jury, the legal and even 
Political function of the jury. But here I shall proceed imme- 
diately to the third category of causes, that is, to manners and 
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beliefs, and above all to Tocqueville’s central idea — central to his 
interpretation of American society but also to the comparison he 
was constantly making, explicitly or implicitly, between America 
and Europe. 

This fundamental theme is that in the last analysis freedom 
depends on the manners and beliefs of the men who are to enjoy 
it, The decisive factor in these manners is religion, American 
society was, in Tocqueville’s eyes, the society able to combine the 
spirit of religion and the spirit of liberty; and were we to seek a 
single reason why in America the survival of liberty is probable 
while in France its future is precarious, the answer, according to 
Tocqueville, would be that American society combines the spirit 
of religion and the spirit of liberty, while French society is torn 
by the opposition between church and democracy, or religion 
and liberty, 

We might say that, according to Tocqueville, it is the conflict 
in France between the modern spirit and the church which 
underlies the difficulties democracy encounters in remaining 
liberal and that on the other hand the Kinship of inspiration 
between the spirit of religion and the spirit of liberty is the 
ultimate foundation of American society. I shall quote two 
passages on this essential subject, 


T have said enough to put the character of Anglo-American civiliza- 
tion in its true light. It is the result (and this should be constantly kept 
in mind) of two distinct elements, which in other places have been in 
frequent disagreement, but which the Americans have succeeded in 
incorporating to some extent one with the other and combining 
admirably. I allude to the spirit of religion and the Spirit of liberty. 

The settlers of New England were at the same time ardent sectarians 
and daring innovators. Narrow as the limits of some of their religious 
opinions were, they were free from all political prejudices. 

Hence arose two tendencies, distinct but not opposite, which are 


everywhere discernible in the manners as well as the laws of the 
country. 


And a little further on he concluded: 


Thus in the moral world everything is classified, systematized, 
foreseen, and decided beforehand; in the political world everything is 
agitated, disputed, and uncertain. In the one is a passive though a 
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voluntary obedience; in the other, an independence scornful of experi- 
ence, and jealous of all authority. These two tendencies, apparently so 
discrepant, are far from conflicting; they advance together and sup- 
port each other. 

Religion perceives that civil liberty affords a noble exercise to the 
faculties of man and that the political world is a field prepared by the 
Creator for the efforts of mind. Free and powerful in its own sphere, 
satisfied with the place reserved for it, religion never more surely 
establishes its empire than when it reigns in the hearts of men unsup- 
ported by aught beside its native strength. 

Liberty regards religion as its companion in all its battles and its 
triumphs, as the cradle of its infancy and the divine source of its 
claims. It considers religion as the safeguard of morality, and morality 
as the best security of law and the surest pledge of the duration of 
freedom. 


Apart from the style, which is not one we would use today, this 
passage strikes me as an admirable sociological interpretation of 
the manner in which, in a civilization of the Anglo-American 
type, religious severity and political liberty may be combined. A 
modern sociologist would translate these phenomena into more 
refined, more complicated concepts} but it does not seem abso- 
lutely certain to me that such complications would add very 
much to the idea. 

In any case, as a sociologist Tocqueville was still in the tradi- 
tion of Montesquieu: he wrote in the language of all, he is com- 
prehensible to all, and he was more concerned with giving the 
idea a literary form than with multiplying concepts or disting- 
uishing criteria. 

By way of complement and contrast, I should now like to 
quote another passage from the first volume of Democracy in 
America, in which Tocqueville explained that the relation of 
religion and liberty in France is the exact opposite of what it is in 
the United States. 


If any hold that the religious spirit which I admire is the very thing 
Most amiss in America, and that the only element wanting to the free- 
dom and happiness of the human race on the other side of the ocean is 
to believe with Spinoza in the eternity of the world, or with Cabanis 
that thought is secreted by the brain, I can only reply that those who 
hold this language have never been in America and that they have 
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never seen a religious or a free nation. When they return from a visit 
to that country, we shall hear what they have to say. 

There are persons in France who look upon republican institutions 
only as a means of obtaining grandeur; they measure the immense 
space that separates their vices and misery from power and riches, and 
they aim to fill up this gulf with ruins, that they may pass over it. 
These men are the condottieri of liberty, and fight for their own 
advantage, whatever the colours they wear. The republic will stand 
long enough, they think, to draw them up out of their present degrada- 
tion. It is not to those that I address myself. But there are others who 
look forward to a republican form of government as a tranquil and 
lasting state, towards which modern society is daily impelled by the 
ideas and manners of the time, and who sincerely desire to prepare 
men to be free. When these men attack religious opinions, they obey 
the dictates of their Passions and not of their interests. Despotism may 
govern without faith, but liberty cannot. Religion is much more 
necessary in the republic which they set forth in glowing colours than 
in the monarchy which they attack: it is more needed in democratic 
republics than in any others. How is it possible that society should 
escape destruction if the moral tie is not strengthened in proportion as 
the political tie is relaxed? And what can be done with a people who are 
their own masters if they are not submissive to the Deity? 


This passage, which I find admirable, is also typical of the 
third party in France, the one which will never be strong enough 
to exercise power, because it is at the same time democratic, 
favourable or resigned to representative institutions, and hostile 
to the anti-religious. Tocqueville was a liberal who would like to 
have seen the democrats recognize the necessary dependence 
between free institutions and religious beliefs. But, as a result of 
his knowledge of history and his sociological analyses, he must 
have known (and probably did know) that this reconciliation was 
improbable. The conflict between the Catholic Church and the 
modern spirit in France has a long tradition, as does the amity 
between religion and democracy in Anglo-American civilization. 
Hence Tocqueville simultaneously had to deplore the conflict and 
reveal its causes, which are difficult to eradicate, as is proved by 
the fact that over a century after Tocqueville’s time the conflict 
is not yet resolved. 

Let us return to our fundamental theme, the necessity, in an 
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equalitarian society that would be self-governing, for a moral dis- 
cipline established, as it were, in the individual conscience. The 
citizens must be subject, within themselves, to a discipline which 
is not imposed merely by the fear of punishment. Now, the faith 
which will create this moral discipline better than any other is, 
according to Tocqueville (who on this point was still the disciple 
of Montesquieu), religious faith. 

Besides this fundamental fact, American citizens are well in- 
formed; they are familiar with local affairs; they all have the 
advantage of a civic education. Finally, Tocqueville emphasized 
the role played by American administrative decentralization as 
opposed to French administrative centralization. American citi- 
zens acquire the habit of regulating their collective affairs at the 
level of the local district. As a consequence, they serve their 
apprenticeship in self-government in the limited sphere which 
they are in a position to know personally, and they extend the 
same spirit to affairs of state. 

This theory of American democracy obviously differs from 
Montesquieu’s theory, which was based on the ancient republics. 
But Tocqueville himself regarded his theory of modern demo- 
cratic societies as the expansion and revision of the theory of the 
ancient republics developed by Montesquieu. I have come across 
a pertinent passage which does not appear in any of Tocque- 
ville’s books but occurs in the preparatory notes for Volume II of 
Democracy in America. In it, he compared his own interpretation 
of American democracy with Montesquieu’s theory of the re- 
public. Here is the passage. 


uieu’s idea in a narrow sense. What this 


We must not take Montesa) 1 
could continue to exist only 


great man meant is that the republic 
through the influence of society upon itself. What he understands by 
virtue is the moral power which each individual exercises over himself 
and which prevents him from violating the right of others. When this 
triumph of man over temptation results from the weakness of the 
temptation or the consideration of personal interest, it does not con- 


stitute virtue in the eyes of the moralist, but it does enter into Montes- 
Quieu’s conception, for he was speaking of the effect much more than 
but temptation that 


the cause. In America it is not virtue that is great, bi 
is small, which comes to the same thing. It is not disinterestedness that 
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is great, it is interest that is taken for granted, which again comes to 
almost the same thing. Thus Montesquieu was right, although he 


spoke of ancient virtue, and what he said of the Greeks and Romans 
still applies to the Americans. 


This passage enables one to present a sort of synthesis of the 
relation between Tocqueville’s theory of modern democracy and 
Montesquieu’s theory of the ancient republic, 

There are, to be sure, essential differences between the repub- 
lic as seen by Montesquieu and the democracy as seen by Toc- 
queville. The typical ancient democracy was equalitarian and 

` frugal; the citizens tended to equality, but by a refusal to grant 
supremacy to commercial considerations. The ancient republics 
were equalitarian, but virtuous; they were equalitarian, but war- 
like. Modern democracy as seen by Tocqueville is funda- 
mentally a commercial and industrial society. Therefore, it is 
impossible for self-interest not to be the dominant feeling in 
modern societies, and indeed it is on self-interest that modern 
democracy is necessarily founded. Thus it may be said that the 
principle, in Montesquieu’s sense, of modern democracy, accord- 
ing to Tocqueville, is interest, not virtue, But, as the context indi- 
cates, interest and virtue have elements in common. In both 
cases, the citizens must be subject in themselves to a moral disci- 
pline. In both cases, the state can survive only through the influ- 
ence which society itself exerts on its members. In both cases, 
the stability of the state is based on the discipline of its citizens 
and on the predominant influence which manners and beliefs 
exert on the conduct of individuals, 


Such, broadly summarized, is the theory of American liberal 
democracy outlined by Tocqueville, 

Let me repeat: he was by no means an entirely enthusiastic or 
uncritical admirer of American Society or democracy. Tocque- 
ville, who, at bottom, retained a hierarchy of values borrowed 
from the class to which he belonged or from which he was 
descended, i.e. the French aristocracy, was sensitive to the medi- 
ocrity which characterizes a civilization of this kind. He brought 
to modern democracy neither the enthusiasm of those who 
expected from it a transfiguration of the human lot nor the 
hostility of those who saw in it no less than the very decomposi- 
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tion of human society. Democracy, for him, was justified by 
the fact that it strove for the well-being of the greatest number; 
but this well-being would be without brilliance or grandeur, and 
it would always be attended by risks. Chief among these appear 
to be the following. 

Every democracy tends towards centralization and therefore 
towards a kind of despotism which is capable of degenerating 
into tyranny. Democracy is in perennial danger of a tyranny of 
the majority. Every democratic régime postulates that the major- 
ity is right, and it is sometimes difficult to prevent a majority 
from abusing its victory and oppressing the minority. 

Democracy, Tocqueville continued, tends to propagate the 
spirit of flattery, though it is understood that the sovereign whom 
the candidates for office will flatter is the people and not the 
monarch, But to flatter the popular sovereign is no better than to 
flatter the monarchical sovereign. It may even be worse, since the 
spirit of flattery in a democracy is what in ordinary language is 
called demagogy. 

Tocqueville was very much aware of the two great racial 
problems confronting American society, which concerned rela- 
tions between the whites and the Indians on the one hand and 
the whites and the Negroes on the other. If there was one prob- 
lem that threatened the existence of the Union, it was unques- 
tionably that of the Southern slaves. Tocqueville was darkly 
Pessimistic, for he wrote to the effect that in proportion as slav- 
ality tended to become established 


ery disappeared and legal q 
between Negroes and whites, the barriers that result from man- 


ners would be raised between the two races. In the last analysis, 
he said, there are only two solutions: either a pure and simple 

- mingling of races, or segregation. But this mingling of races, said 
he, will not be accepted by the white majority. Therefore, segre- 
gation, after the end of slavery, will be almost inevitable. And he 
foresaw terrible conflicts between the two races. 

As for relations between whites and Indians, I should like to 
quote a passage which is in Tocqueville’s best style, so that one 
may hear the voice of this solitary man. 

d the Indians with bloodhounds, like wild 


The Spaniards pursue > 
like a city taken by storm, with no 


beasts; they sacked the New World 
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i compassion; but destruction must cease at last and 
i nie: is remnant of the Indian population which had 
escaped the massacre mixed with its conquerors and adopted in the 
end their religion and their manners. The conduct of the Americans 
of the United States towards the aborigines is characterized, on the 
other hand, by a singular attachment to the formalities of law. Provided 
that the Indians retain their barbarous condition, the Americans take 
no part in their affairs; they treat them as independent nations and do 
not possess themselves of their hunting-grounds without a treaty of 
purchase; and ifan Indian nation happens to be so encroached upon as 
to be unable to subsist upon their territory, they kindly take them by the 
hand and transport them to a grave far from the land of their fathers. 

The Spaniards were unable to exterminate the Indian race by those 

unparalleled atrocities which brand them with indelible shame, nor did 
they succeed even in wholly depriving it of its right; but the Americans 
of the United States have accomplished this twofold purpose with 
Singular felicity, tranquilly, legally, philanthropically, without shed- 
ding blood, and without violating a single great principle of morality in 


the eyes of the world. It is impossible to destroy men with more respect 
for the laws of humanity. 


Tocqueville did not respect the rule of modern sociologists, 
which is to abstain from value judgements and to refrain from 
irony. I should add that Tocqueville is probably wrong: the 
differences between American-Indian and Spanish-Indian rela- 
tions are not just a matter of the attitudes adopted by each but 
also of the different densities of the Indian population in the 
north and the south. However this may be, this passage suggests 
once again the humanitarianism of the aristocrat. In France, we 
are often accustomed to think that only men of the left are 
humanitarian. But Tocqueville himself would have said that in 
France the radicals, the extreme republicans, were not humani- 
tarians but revolutionaries, drunk with ideology and ready to sacri- 
fice millions of men to their ideas. Tocqueville, as an aristocrat 
and a humanitarian, condemned the ideologists of the left, repre- 
sentatives of the French intellectual party, but also condemned 
the reactionary spirit of aristocrats who were nostalgic for an 
order that had vanished for ever. 

Tocqueville, therefore, was a sociologist who never ceased to 
judge while he described, In this sense, he belonged to the tradi- 


204 


ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLF 


tion of classical political philosophers who would not have con- 
ceived of analysing régimes without judging them at the same 
time. 

If I have emphasized the links between Tocqueville and Mon- 
tesquieu, I have also suggested the links between Montesquieu 
and Aristotle. In the history of sociology, Tocqueville remains 
closest to classical philosophy, as interpreted by Prof. Leo 
Strauss. t 

In Aristotle’s eyes, one cannot interpret tyranny correctly 
unless one sees it as the régime furthest removed from the best of 
régimes, for the reality of the fact is inseparable from the quality 
of this fact. To try to describe institutions without judging them 
is to miss what constitutes them as such. Tocqueville remained 
in this tradition. His description of the United States was also an 
explanation of the means by which freedom is safeguarded in a 
democratic society, and it reveals throughout what threatens the 
equilibrium of American society. This very language implies a 
judgement, and Tocqueville did not believe he was violating the 
rules of social science by judging in and by his description. If he 
had been questioned, he would probably have replied (perhaps 
like Montesquieu, or in any case like Aristotle), that a descrip- 
tion cannot be faithful unless it includes those judgements in- 
trinsically related to the description, since in fact a régime is what 
it is by its own quality, and a tyranny can only be described as a 
tyranny. d 


In Democracy in America, Tocqueville was a sociologist in the 
style of Montesquieu or, as We might say, in the two styles 
Montesquieu bequeathed to us. A synthesis of the different 
aspects of a society is achieved in The Spirit of the Laws by means 
of the idea of the spirit of a nation. Thus, according to Montes- 
quieu, sociology’s prime objective is to comprehend the whole of 
a society. Tocqueville was certainly trying to comprehend the 
spirit of a nation in America, and to this end he employed the 
different categories which Montesquieu distinguished in The 
Spirit of the Laws. He established a distinction between historical 
causes and contemporary causes, geographical environment and 
historical tradition, the influence of laws and the influence of 
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manners. These elements, taken as a whole, are regrouped in 
order to define in its singularity a unique society - American 
society. The description of this singular society results from the 
combining of different types of explanation of a more or less high 
degree of abstraction or generality, 

But Tocqueville, in Democracy in America, aspired to a second 
sociological objective or, if you will, practised another method. 
He raised a more abstract problem on a higher level of gener- 
ality: the problem of democracy in modern societies. In this case 
we are dealing, so to speak, with an ideal type, comparable to the 
type of political régime which Montesquieu studied in the first 
part of The Spirit of the Laws. Turning to the abstract notion of a 
democratic society, Tocqueville asked what political form this 
democratic society can assume and why it assumes a certain form 
here and another elsewhere. In other words, starting with an ideal 
type — democratic society — he tried, by the comparative method, 
to reveal the influence of various causes by proceeding, to use his 
idiom, from the most general to the most particular, 

Thus, there are two sociological methods in Tocqueville, of 
which one results in a Portrait of a particular collectivity and the 


other raises the abstract historical problem of a society of a cer- 
tain type. 


3 


I SHALL devote this section to an analysis of Alexis de Tocque- 
ville’s second major book, The Old Régime and the French Revo- 
lution. It goes without saying that I do not intend to give a 
detailed account of everything Tocqueville wrote about the 
France of the old régime and the Revolution but only to bring 
out the broad lines both of his method and of his interpretation. 

The Old Régime and the French Revolution represents an at- 
tempt comparable to Montesquieu’s in his Considerations on the 
Causes of the Grandeur and Decadence of the Romans - an attempt 
at a sociological explanation of historical events. Because of the 
nature of this book, we necessarily discover the limits of socio- 
logical explanation — limits which Alexis de Tocqueville perceived 
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just as clearly as did Montesquieu. Both believed that great 
events are explained by great causes but that the details of events 
are simply events, that is, they are not deducible from the 
structural facts of the society in question. 

Up to a certain point, Tocqueville was studying France with 
America in mind. He was trying to understand why France had 
so much difficulty being a politically free society, although she 
was, or seemed to be, democratic, just as in the case of America 
he was looking for the causes of the reverse phenomenon, that is, 
the persistence of political liberty because or in spite of the 
democratic character of the society. 

Hence, The Old Régime and the French Revolution is a sociolog- 
ical interpretation of a historical crisis, whose aim is to make 
events intelligible, At the outset, Tocqueville observed and reas- 
oned in the manner of a sociologist. He refused to concede that 
the revolutionary crisis might be an accident pure and simple. He 
asserted that the institutions of the old régime themselves col- 
lapsed at the very moment that they were swept away by the 
revolutionary tempest. He went on to say that the revolutionary 
crisis had certain specific characteristics because it developed in 
the manner of a religious revolution. 


The French Revolution’s approach to the problems of man’s 
existence here on earth was exactly similar to that of the religious 
revolutions as regards his after-life. It viewed the ‘citizen’ from an 
abstract angle, that is to say, as an entity independent of any particular 
social order, just as religions view the individual without regard to 
nationality or the age he lives in. It did not aim merely at defining the 
rights of the French citizen, but sought also to determine the rights 
and duties of men in general towards each other and as members of a 
body politic. f 

It was because the Revolution always harked back to universal, not 
particular, values and to what was the most ‘natural’ form of govern- 
ment and the most ‘natural’ social system that it had so wide an appeal 
and could be imitated in so many places simultaneously. 


This coincidence of a political crisis with a kind of religious 


revolution is apparently characteristic of the great revolutions of 
modern societies. I need scarcely point out that the other great 
revolution of modern times, the Russian Revolution of 1917, had 
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also, in the eyes of a sociologist of Tocqueville’s school, the same 
quality of being religious in essence. I believe we may generalize 
the statement and say that every political revolution assumes 
some of the characteristics of a religious revolution when it 
aspires to universal validity, when it claims to be the way of 
salvation for all humanity. 

Why, when all the institutions of the old régime were collaps- 
ing in Europe, was it in France that the revolution occurred? 
To this question Tocqueville gave an answer which is also 
sociological. But first I should like to quote a statement of 
Tocqueville’s which is illuminating with regard to his method: 
‘I speak of classes; these alone should concern the historian.’ 
This is verbatim. I am sure that if a magazine published this 
statement anonymously, four out of five readers would attribute 
it to Karl Marx. However the statement is not Marx’s, it is 
Tocqueville’s; and it follows the declaration, ‘I do not speak of 
individuals, who do not affect the essential phenomena of history, 
I speak of classes, which alone should concern the historian.’ 

Those classes whose decisive roles Tocqueville mentioned are 
the nobility, the bourgeoisie, the peasantry, and secondarily, if 
you will, the workers. The classes he distinguished are, there- 
fore, intermediate between the orders and estates of the old 
régime and the classes of modern societies. However, Tocque- 
ville did not construct an abstract or sociological theory of classes. 
He did not define them or enumerate their characteristics; but he 
used the principal social groups of the old régime in France at 
the time of the Revolution to explain events. 

What, then, are the Principal phenomena which account for 
the fact of the collapse of the society of the old régime in France? 
The first phenomenon, as we well know, was administrative 
centralization and administrative uniformity. It is true that under 
the old régime France was characterized by an extraordinary 
diversity of legislation and regulation from one region to another, 
as Tocqueville told us; but the fact is that royal administration, 
administration by intendants, was gradually becoming the effect- 
ive force. Diversity was merely a meaningless survival; France 


was centrally and uniformly administrated well before the Revo- 
lution broke out. 
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Here is the most characteristic passage. 


Some have been surprised at the extraordinary ease with which the 
Constituent Assembly annihilated at one fell swoop all the historic 
divisions of France — the provinces — and split up the kingdom into 
eighty-three well-defined units — the departments ~ almost as if they 
were partitioning not an ancient kingdom but the virgin soil of the 
New World. Nothing surprised and, indeed, shocked the rest of Europe 
more than this. ‘It is the first time,’ Burke said, ‘that we have seen men 
hack their native land to pieces in so barbarous a manner.’ But though 
it might seem that living bodies were being mutilated, actually the 
‘victims’ were already corpses. 


Here are a few more words on Paris and administrative cen- 
tralization. 

During the same period as that in which Paris was coming to domi- 
nate the entire country, another change was taking place within the 
city itself, a change which all historians do well to take into account. 
Besides being at once a business and commercial centre, a city of 
pleasure seekers and consumers, Paris had now developed into a manu- 
facturing city - a change which, in conjunction with the political 
ascendancy of Paris described above, was destined to have great and 
dangerous consequences. 


In other words, according to Tocqueville, Paris had become 
an industrial centre, the industrial centre of France, even before 
the end of the eighteenth century: ‘Though the statistical records 
of the old régime are far from trustworthy, we are justified, I 
think, in saying that during the sixty years preceding the Revo- 
lution the number of workers employed in Paris more than 
doubled, while in the same period the general population of the 
city rose by hardly a third.’ ~ 

Secondly, in this France which was centrally administrated 
and in which, increasingly, the same regulations applied through- 
out the entire territory, society had crumbled into particles, as it 
were. The French were not able to discuss their affairs, because 
the essential condition for the formation of the body politic — 
namely, freedom — was lacking. a 

Tocqueville gives a purely sociological description of what 
Durkheim would have called the disintegration of French so- 
ciety. There was no longer any unity among the privileged 
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classes or among the different classes of the nation, for two 
reasons: the first, as I have just indicated, was the lack of poli- 
tical liberty; and the second was the separation between the 
privileged groups of the past, which had lost their historical 
function and retained their privileges, and the groups of the new 
society, which were playing a decisive role but remained separate 
from the old nobility. ~ 


No doubt it was still possible at the close of the eighteenth century to 
detect shades of differences in the behaviour of the aristocracy and that 
of the bourgeoisie; for nothing takes longer to acquire than the surface 
Polish which is called good manners. . . . But basically all who ranked 
above the common herd were of a muchness; they had the same ideas, 
the same habits, the same tastes, the same kinds of amusements; read 
the same books and spoke in the same way. They differed only in their 
rights. 

I doubt if this levelling-up process was carried so far in any other 
country, even in England, where the different classes, though solidly 
allied by common interests, still differed in mentality and manners. 
For political freedom, though it has the admirable effect of creating 
reciprocal ties and a feeling of solidarity between all the members of a 
nation, does not necessarily make them resemble each other. It is only 
government by a single man that in the long run irons out diversities 
and makes each member of a nation indifferent to his neighbour’s lot. 


Here, I think, is the centre of Tocqueville’s sociological ana: 
lysis. The different Privileged groups of the French nation were 
moving simultaneously towards uniformity and towards separa- 
tion; they were like each other in reality, but were separated by 
privileges, manners, and traditions, and in the absence of poli- 
tical liberty they did not succeed in acquiring that sense of soli- 
darity indispensable to the health of the body politic. 


The segregation of classes, which was the crime of the late mon- 
archy, became at a late state a justification for it, since when the 
wealthy and enlightened elements of the Population were no longer 
able to act in concert and to take Part in the government, the country 
became, to all intents and Purposes, incapable of administrating 
itself and it was needful that a master should step in. 


Consider this Passage for a moment. What is immediately im- 
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pressive is the more or less aristocratic conception of the govern- 
ment of societies, characteristic of both Montesquieu and Toc- 
queville. For both writers, the governinent of a nation can be 
exercised only by the rich and enlightened element, and neither 
writer hesitated to juxtapose the two adjectives rich and en- 
lightened. They were not demagogues, and the relation between 
the two terms seemed obvious to them. They were writing in an 
age when those who possessed no material means did very rarely 
have the chance to become educated and consequently were not 
enlightened. Do not think them cynical; to them it was self- 
evident; and it was true that in the eighteenth century only the 
wealthy element of the nation could be enlightened. 

Secondly, Tocqueville thought he saw — and I think he saw 
correctly — that in France the characteristic phenomenon at the 
origin of the Revolution, and, I should add, of all French revolu- 
tions to follow, is the inability of the privileged groups to reach an 
agreement on a mode of government for their country. This , 
phenomenon explains that frequency of changes of régime which 
persists even today. Tocqueville would add that administrative 
centralization increases throughout the nineteenth century and 
even into the twentieth, and the rich and enlightened element of 
the nation continues to be unable to agree, with the result that 
from time to time democratic government becomes impossible 
and a leader must intervene. 3 

This analysis of French politics is, I believe, exceptionally 
lucid. It may be applied to the whole political history of France 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It accounts for the 
curious phenomenon that, of the countries of Western Europe, 
France has been, in the nineteenth and until a recent date in the 
twentieth century, the one that has changed the least economic- 
ally and socially and also the one that has been perhaps the 
most turbulent politically. This combination of economic and 
social semiconservatism and political turbulence is, I think, 
readily explained in the context of Tocqueville’s sociology. 
The phenomenon is much harder to explain if we try to 
find a term-by-term correspondence between social and political 
data, 

Another quotation, to conclude this analysis: 
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Yet, when sixty years ago the various classes which under the old 
order had been isolated units in the social system came once again in 
touch, it was on their sore spots that they made contact and their first 
gesture was to fly at each other’s throats. Indeed, even today [i.e., a 
hundred years ago], though class distinctions are no more, the jeal- 
ousies and antipathies they caused have not died out. 


The central theme of Tocqueville’s interpretation of French 
society is, therefore, that at the end of the old régime, France 
was, of all European societies, at once the most democratic, in 
Tocqueville’s sense of the word — i.e, the one in which the ten- 
dency to uniformity of conditions and social equality of persons 
and groups was most marked — and also the one in which poli- 
tical freedom, freedom of political discussion, was most cur- 
tailed and society most crystallized in traditional institutions 
which corresponded less and less to the reality of France. 

In other words, the Tocquevillian concept of revolution is 
essentially political. It is the Tesistance of the political institutions 
of the past to the modern democratic movement which risks 
Provoking, in one place or another, an explosion, Tocqueville 
also pointed out that this kind of revolution will occur not when 
things are going worse, but when they are going better, There is a 
chapter in The Old Régime and the French Revolution in which he 
showed that things had never gone so well under the old régime 
as during the reign of Louis X i 

I need scarcely emphasize that Tocqueville would not doubt 
for a single moment that the Russian Revolution fits into his 
Political schema of revolutions much better than into the Marxist 
one, The Russian economy entered a growth cycle in the 1880s; 
between 1880 and 1914 the rate of growth of the Russian econo- 
my was one of the highest, and perhaps the highest, in Europe. 
Furthermore, the Russian Revolution began with a revolt against 
the political institutions of the old régime, in the sense in which 
we speak of the old régime apropos of the French Revolution. If 
the party that seized power in Russia claimed to represent a 
completely different ideology, Tocqueville would have had no 
trouble incorporating these phenomena into his system, for in his 
eyes it was characteristic of democratic revolutions to act in the 
name of freedom and to tend towards political and above all 
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administrative centralization. He referred several times to the 
possibility of a state which would attempt to manage the economy 
as a whole. 

Therefore, from the point of view of Tocqueville’s theory, the 
Russian Revolution is the collapse of the political institutions of 
the old régime in a general period of society’s modernization. An 
explosion favoured by the extension of a war, the Revolution 
resulted in a government which claimed to represent the demo- 
cratic ideal but which pushed to its conclusion the idea of admin- 
istrative centralization and of state management of society as a 
whole. 

If we ask what attitude Tocqueville adopted towards those 
two alternatives which have obsessed historians of the French 
Revolution, namely, catastrophe or blessing, necessity or acci- 
dent, I think his answer would be that he would refuse to sub- 
scribe to either of the extreme positions. Obviously the French 
Revolution was not, in his eyes, an accident pure and simple. It 
was necessary, if by this we understand that the democratic 
movement was bound eventually to sweep away the institutions 
of the old régime; but it was not necessary in the precise form it 
assumed and in the details of its episodes. Was it beneficial or 
catastrophic? Tocqueville’s answer would probably be: both. Or 
more precisely, his book contains ali the elements of the criticism 
advanced by men of the right with respect to the French Revo- 
lution, but it also contains the justification of what happened, 
with a sort of nostalgia that things did not happen otherwise. 

The elements of criticism of the French Revolution have to do 
first with those men of letters known in the eighteenth century as 
Philosophes and in the twentieth century as intellectuals, As is 
well known, philosophers, men of letters, and intellectuals fre- 
quently criticize one another. Tocqueville commented on the 
role played by writers in eighteenth-century France and in the 
Revolution, just as we continue to comment, with admiration or 
regret, on the role they play today. Here is the passage I find 
Most characteristic. 

Our men of letters did not merely impart their revolutionary ideas to 
the French nation; they also shaped the national temperament and out- 
look on life, In the long process of moulding men’s minds to their 
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ideal pattern their task was all the easier since the French had had no 
training in the field of politics, and they thus had a clear field. The 
result was that our writers ended up by giving the Frenchman the 
instincts, the turn of mind, the tastes, and even the eccentricities 
characteristic of the literary man. And when the time came for action, 
these literary propensities were imported into the political afena. 

When we closely study the French Revolution we find that it was 
conducted in precisely the same spirit as that which gave rise to so 
many books expounding theories of government in the abstract. Our 
revolutionaries had the same fondness for broad generalizations, cut- 
and-dried legislative systems, and a pedantic symmetry; the same con- 
tempt for hard facts; the same taste for reshaping institutions on 
novel, ingenious, original lines; the same desire to reconstruct the 
entire constitution according to the rules of logic and a preconceived 
system instead of trying to rectify its faulty parts. 


And the conclusion, whose equivalent may be found in some of 
today’s newspapers: 


The result was nothing short of disastrous; for what is a merit in the 
writer may well be a vice in the statesman and the very qualities which 
go to make great literature can lead to catastrophic revolutions. 


A passage of this kind is the basis for a whole literature, For 
example, Taine’s first book, Les Origines de la France Contem- 
Poraine, is scarcely more than a development of this theme of the 
role of writers and men of letters. To correct, one might say, 
what is excessive about this interpretation, I recommend an 
excellent book by Daniel Mornet on the intellectual origins of 
the French Revolution, in which he endeavours to demonstrate 
that to a very large extent the writers and men of letters did not 
resemble the image of them Provided by Tocqueville or Taine. 

Also among the elements of criticism is an analysis of what 
Tocqueville called the fundamental irreligion which had spread 
within one part of the French nation, We have noted the mingling 
of the spirit of religion and the spirit of liberty which accord- 
ing to Tocqueville is the foundation of American liberal democ- 
racy. We read in The Old Régime and the French Revolution of the 
opposite situation; that is, the element of the country which had 
become ideologically democratic had not only lost its faith but 
had become anticlerical and antireligious. Moreover, Tocque- 
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ville declared himself full of admiration for the clergy of the old 
régime, and he boldly and explicitly expressed his regret that it 
had not been possible to preserve, at least partially, the role of 
the aristocracy in modern society. 

And precisely because this idea is not a fashionable one and be- 
cause it is altogether characteristic of Tocqueville, I shall quote 
still another passage. 


When we read the cahiers they presented to the Estates-General, we 
cannot but appreciate the spirit and some of the high qualities of our 
aristocracy, despite its prejudices and failings. It is indeed deplorable 
that instead of being forced to bow to the rule of law, the French 
nobility was uprooted and laid low, since thereby the nation was 
deprived of a vital part of its substance, and a wound that time will 
never heal was inflicted on our national freedom. When a class has 
taken the lead in public affairs for centuries, it develops as a result of 
this long, unchallenged habit of pre-eminence a certain proper pride 
and confidence in its strength, leading it to be the point of maximum 
resistance in the social organism. And it not only has itself the manly 
virtues; by dint of its example it quickens them in other classes. When 
such an element of the body politic is forcibly excised, even those 
most hostile to it suffer a discrimination of strength. Nothing can ever 
replace it completely, it can never come to life again; a deposed ruling 
class may recover its titles and possessions but nevermore the spirit of 
its forebears. 


Bernanos has written pages which, without Tocqueville’s pre- 
cision of analysis, reach the same conclusion. It is not enough 
to have the institutions of freedom: elections, parties, a parlia- 
ment. Men must also have a certain taste for independence, a 
certain sense of resistance to power, for freedom to be authentic, 

The judgement which Tocqueville passed on the Revolution, 
the feelings which inspired him, are precisely the ones Auguste 
Comte would have declared aberrant. In Comte’s eyes, the 
attempt of the Constituent Assembly was doomed because it 
aspired to a synthesis of the Catholic, theological, feudal institu- 
tions of the old régime and the institutions of modern times. 
But, said Comte with his customary intransigence, a synthesis 
of institutions based on radically different attitudes is impos- 
sible, Tocqueville would have preferrec, not that the democratic 
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movement should not sweep away the institutions of the old 
France, for that movement was irresistible and inevitable, but 
that as many institutions of the old régime as possible be pre- 
served to contribute to the safeguarding of freedom in a society 
dedicated to the pursuit of well-being and doomed, as it were, to 
social revolution. 

Thus, for a sociologist like Comte, the synthesis of the Consti- 
tuent Assembly was impossible from the outset. For a sociologist 
like Tocqueville, this synthesis — whether Possible or not, he did 
not decide - would in any case have been desirable. Politically 
we might say that Tocqueville was in favour of the first, French 
Revolution, that of the Constituent Assembly; and it is to the 
Constituent Assembly that his mind returned, nostalgically as it 
were. For him, the great moment of the French Revolution, the 
great moment of France, was 1788 and 1789, when the French 
people were inspired by a boundless confidence and hope. Here 


is a passage characteristic of this aspect of Tocqueville’s think- 
ing, 


so resolved to risk everything they cherished in their private lives, so 


willing to overcome the small sentiments of their hearts, This was the 
general source of the.passion, courage, and Patriotism from which all 
the great deeds of the French Revolutio 

The spectacle was short, 
will never be effaced from 
witnessed it, applauded it 


I venture to say that there is but one people on this earth which 
could have staged such a spectacle. I know my nation — I know but too 
well her errors, her faults, her foibles, and her sins. But I also know of 
what she is capable. There are enterprises which only the French 


nation can conceive; there are magnanimous resolutions which this 
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nation alone dares to take. She alone will suddenly embrace the com- 
mon cause of humanity, willing to fight for it; and if she be subject to 

‘awful reverses, she has also sublime moments which sweep her to 
heights which no other people will ever reach. 


We see how Tocqueville, who is considered — and indeed was — 
a critic of France, who compared France’s evolution to that of 
the Anglo-Saxon countries with a sort of regret that the political 
history of France had not been that of England or the United 
States, was at the same time capable of turning self-criticism into 
self-glorification, for that passage ‘France alone. . . ° might evoke 
further periods on the unique vocation of the fatherland. Tocque- 
ville tried to make events sociologically intelligible; but there was 
in the background, with him as with Montesquieu, the idea of 
national character, or national history. A few observations on 
this point might be useful. 

Earlier I mentioned Tocqueville’s criticism of the role of men of 
letters. In this chapter on men of letters, he refused to accept the 
explanation for their activity in terms of national character. On 
the contrary, he said that the role played by men of letters had 
nothing to do with the spirit of the French nation and was 
explained by social conditions. It was because there was no 
political freedom, because men of letters did not participate in 
public affairs, because they were ignorant of the real problems of 
government, that they became lost in abstract theories. Tocque- 
ville’s chapter on men of letters is the first example of an analysis, 
very fashionable today, of the role of intellectuals in a society in 
the process of modernization, when these men of letters have no 
experience with the problems of government and are drunk with 
ideology, 

On the other hand, when he was discussing the French Revo- 
lution and its period of greatness, Tocqueville tended to draw a 
Portrait — I shall not bother to quote the celebrated description at 
the end of The Old Régime and the French Revolution — a sort of 
synthetic portrait, in the style of Montesquieu, of the spirit of a 
nation. By a synthetic portrait I mean a description of a collec- 
tivity’s mode of conduct, without this mode of conduct being 
Offered as a final explanation. This mode of conduct is as 
Much a result as a cause, but it is sufficiently original, sufficiently 
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specific for the sociologist, after an analysis of its different aspects, 
to marshal the different features into an over-all portrait. 

The second volume of The Old Régime and the French Revolu- 
tion was to have discussed the sequence of events and the role of 
men, accidents, and chance. In the notes which have been pub- 
lished there are many indications as to the role of individual men. 
I shall quote only a few such lines, 


I am less struck by the genius of those who made the Revolution be- 
cause they desired it than by the singular imbecility of those who made 
it without desiring it. When I consider the French Revolution, I am 
amazed at the prodigious magnitude of the event, at the glare it cast to 
the extremities of the earth, at its power, which more or less stirred 
every nation. 

When I, then, turn to that court which had so great a share in the 
Revolution, I see there some of the most trivial scenes in history: hare- 
brained or narrow-minded ministers, dissolute priests, futile women, 
rash or mercenary courtiers, a King with peculiarly useless virtues. 


The contrast this Passage affords has more than a literary 
value. It represents, I think, the over-all vision which Tocque- 
ville would have given us had he been able to finish his book. 
After playing the role of sociologist in his study of origins, after 
showing how Postrevolutionary society was to a large extent 
prepared by prerevolutionary Society in its stress on uniformity 
and administrative centralization, he would then have tried to 
follow the course of events and would not have omitted what, 
for Montesquieu as for himself, was the essence of history, 
namely, the event at a given juncture — a series of contingent cir- 
cumstances or a decision made by one man, all of which might 
easily be imagined otherwise. If, at a certain date, Louis XVI 
had made a certain other decision, the course of events would 
have been different, There is, in Tocqueville, one level on which 
the necessity of the historical movement appears and another 
level on which we rediscover the role of men, 

The essential fact is the failure of the Constituent Assembly, 
that is, the failure of a synthesis between the virtues of the aristo- 
cracy or monarchy and the democratic movement. It is the failure 
of this synthesis which in Tocqueville’s eyes accounted for 
France’s difficulty in finding a political equilibrium. Tocqueville 
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believed that the France of his time — nineteenth-century France 
-required a monarchy; at the same time he saw clearly the weak- 
nesses of a monarchy. He believed that political liberty cannot be 
stabilized unless a limit is placed on administrative centralization 
and uniformity; but this centralization and this administrative 
despotism seemed to him part of the democratic movement. The 
same kind of analysis which explains the liberal vocation of Ameri- 
can democracy explains the anti-liberal biasin democratic France. 

Here is one last remark, typical of the political attitude of men 
like Tocqueville, men of the centre, and their criticism of ex- 
tremes: ‘In brief,’ he wrote, ‘I can conceive up to now how a 
man of education, common sense and good intentions might 
become a radical in England. I have never been able to conceive 
of the reconciliation of these three things in the French radical.’ 

A similar witticism about the Nazis was popular thirty years 
ago: The Germans were all intelligent, honourable, and pro- 
Hitler, but they never had more than two of these qualities at 
once. Tocqueville was saying that a man of education, common 


sense, and good intentions could not be a radical in France. If he 


were educated and had good intentions, he did not have common 
sense. If he were educated and had common sense, he did not 
have good intentions. In Tocqueville’s eyes, the French revolu- 
tionary often had good intentions and great abstract intelligence, 
but he lacked common sense. It goes without saying that in 
politics common sense is very largely a matter of personal prefer- 
ence; Auguste Comte would not have hesitated to declare Toc- 
queville’s nostalgia for the synthesis of the Constituent Assembly 
devoid of common sense. Perhaps this justifies a sociological 


formula on the ‘relativity of common sense’. 


4 


I HAvE, up to now, presented two aspects of Alexis de Tocque- 
ville’s sociological method: first, the portrait of a particular 
society, American society; and next, the sociological interpreta- 
tion of a historical crisis, the French Revolution. I turn now to 
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an examination of the second volume of Democracy in America, 
in which I find exemplified a third method which is characteristic 
of the author: the creation of a kind of ideal type of democratic 
society from which he deduced some of the tendencies of future 
society. 

The second volume of Democracy in America differs from the 
first in the method used and the questions raised. It is almost an 
example of what might be called an intellectual experiment. 
Tocqueville established a priori the structural traits of a demo- 
cratic society which, as we know, is characterized by a gradual 
disappearance of distinctions of class or rank and an increasing 
uniformity of living conditions, Having established these struc- 
tural traits of democratic society, Tocqueville then raised these 
four questions: What are the results for intellectual activity? 
for the feelings of the Americans? for manners properly so 
called? and, finally, for political society? 

The undertaking is in itself difficult, and even audacious, for 
two main reasons: 

(x) It is not certain that, given the structural traits of a demo- 
cratic society, one can determine the state of intellectual activity 
or of manners. In the jargon of modern sociology, this problem 
belongs to the sociology of knowledge. To what extent does 
social context determine the form taken by various intellectual 
activities? This sociology of knowledge has an abstract and 
therefore dangerous quality. It may turn out that the prose, 
poetry, drama, and parliamentary eloquence of the various demo- 
cratic societies will be just as heterogeneous in the future as 
these intellectual activities have been in the past. 

(2) As for the structural traits of democratic society which 
Tocqueville took as his point of departure, some are related to 
the peculiárities of American society, and others are inseparable 
from the essence of democratic society. This ambiguity involves 
another as to the degree of generality of the answers Tocqueville 
can give to the question he has raised. The answers to the 
questions raised in the second volume will sometimes be on the 
order of a tendency. Sometimes the answers will be on the order 
of an alternative. Or it may turn out that there is no possible 
answer to a question stated in such general terms. 
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Having expressed these initial reservations, I shall now review 
the four principal parts of the book, to give an idea of Tocque- 
ville’s answers. 

Opinions of the second volume vary considerably. As soon as 
the book was published, there were critics who denied the author 
the favour they had bestowed on the first. It may be said that in 
this second volume Tocqueville outdid himself, in all senses of 
the phrase. He was more Tocquevillian than ever; he exhibited a 
great capacity for reconstruction or deduction from a small num- 
ber of facts — a capacity which sociologists sometimes admire and 
historians are more inclined to question. 

In the first part of the book — the one devoted to setting forth 
the consequences of democratic society for intellectual activity — 
Tocqueville took up in turn the attitude towards ideas, certain 
specific traits of religions in a democratic society, and the differ- 
ent literary genres: poetry, drama, oratory. What were his lead- 
ing ideas on the subject? 

The first idea I should like to point out, which is of a very 
general character, recalls one of Tocqueville’s favourite com- 
parisons between the French and the Americans. In Chapter IV; 
“Why the Americans Have Never Been so Eager as the French for 
General Ideas in Political Affairs’, the answer he gives is as 
follows. $ 

The Americans are a democratic 
public affairs themselves. The French are a democratic people who 
for a long time could only speculate on the best manner of conducting 
them. The social condition of the French led them to conceive very 
general ideas on the subject of government, while their political con- 
stitution prevented them from correcting those ideas by experiment 
and from gradually detecting their insufficiency; whereas in America 
the two things constantly balance and correct each other. 

This explanation belongs to the sociology of knowledge, but 
it is of a simple and empirical type. The essential interpretation 
of the contrast between the empirical approach of the Americans 
and the ideological approach of the French is that the French 
have acquired a taste for ideology, because for centuries they have 
not been able actually to participate in public affairs. The less 
one participates in public affairs, the more one develops theories. 
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A second idea, which, I think, goes further and is also more 
speculative but not without interest, is the interpretation of 
certain religious beliefs in terms of the society. The example I am 
taking is from Chapter V, which discusses the relation between 
the democratic instincts and the mode of religious belief. Here is 
the most typical passage, 


The preceding observation, that equality leads men to very general 
and very vast ideas, is Principally to be understood in respect to 
religion. Men who are similar and equal in the world readily conceive 
the idea of the one God, governing every man by the same laws and 
granting to every man future happiness on the same conditions. The 
idea of the unity of mankind constantly leads them back to the idea of 
the unity of the Creator; while on the contrary, in a state of society 
where men are broken up into very unequal ranks, they are apt to 
devise as many deities as there are nations, castes, classes, or families, 
and to trace a thousand private roads to heaven. 


Here we see another modality of an interpretation which be- 
longs to the sociology of knowledge. This is the growing uni- 
formity of increasing numbers of individuals, not integrated into 
Separate groups, which induces them to conceive both the unity 
of mankind and the unity of the Creator, 

Explanations of this sort are also to be found in Comte. The 
one I have just presented is certainly much too simple; it is this 
kind of generalizing analysis that has prejudiced many historians 
against Tocqueville. 

Here is another example I should like to mention, Tocque- 
ville suggested that a democratic society tends to believe in the 
unlimited perfectibility of human nature, In democratic societies, 
social mobility reigns and each individual has the hope or expec- 
tation of rising in the social hierarchy. A society in which ascent is 
possible tends to conceive on the metaphysical level a com- 
parable ascent for humanity as a whole. An aristocratic society, in 
which each man receives his rank at birth, is reluctant to believe 
in the unlimited perfectibility of humanity, because this belief 
would contradict the ideological formula on which that society 
rests. On the other hand, the idea of progress is almost consub- 
stantial with a democratic society. 

In this case we see not only the transition from the social 
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organization to a certain ideology, but also the intimate relation 
between social organization and ideology, the latter providing 
the foundation, as it were, for the former. 

I should also like to mention the chapter in which Tocqueville 
explained that Americans are more apt to distinguish themselves 
in the applied sciences or in the application of science to industry 
than in the pure sciences. This has been true over a long period 
of time; it is almost a fact of experience. But Tocqueville, in his 
own style, showed that since a democratic society is essentially 
concerned with well-being, it is obliged not to devote the same 
concern to the pure sciences as a society of the more aristocratic 
type, in which those who devote themselves to the sciences are 
men of wealth, luxury, and leisure. 

A final example from this first part of Volume IT is the relation 
between democracy, aristocracy, and poetry. I shall quote a few 
lines, not this time to make you admire Tocqueville but, on the 
contrary, to illustrate the flights of the abstract imagination. 

Aristocracy naturally leads the human mind to the contemplation of 
the past and fixes it there. Democracy, on the contrary, gives men a 
sort of instinctive distaste for what is ancient. In this respect aristo- 
cracy is far more favourable to poetry; for things commonly grow 
larger and more obscure as they are more remote, and for this twofold 
reason they are better suited to the delineation of the ideal. 

Here we see that it is possible, by beginning with a small num- 
ber of facts, to construct a theory which would be correct if there 
were only one kind of poetry; if poetry could flourish only by 
virtue of the idealization of beings and objects remote in tme. 

Regarding historians, Tocqueville shrewdly observed that 
democratic historians will tend to explain events in terms of 
anonymous forces, the irresistible mechanisms of historical 
Necessity, while aristotratic historians will tend to place the 
emphasis on the role of great men. Undoubtedly he was right. 
The theory of historical necessity — the theory that denies the 
Power of accidents and of great men — undoubtedly belongs to 
the democratic age in which we live. insta 

Let us proceed to the second part, in which Tocqueville tries, 
always in terms of the structural traits of democratic society, 
to elucidate the feelings which will be fundamental to every 
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democratic society. Here, I think, summarized in a style slightly 
different from his own, are the conclusions at which he arrived. 

In a democratic society, there will prevail a passion for 
equality which will necessarily triumph over the taste for liberty. 
A democratic society will be more concerned to erase inequalities 
between individuals and groups than to maintain respect for 
legality or personal independence. A democratic society will be 
motivated by a taste for material well-being; it will be tormented 
by a kind of perpetual restlessness, precisely because material 
well-being and equality cannot create a calm and contented 
society, since everyone compares himself with others and pros- 
perity is never certain. Whence the quality of democratic soc- 
ieties, as seen by Tocqueville: restless, but fundamentally 
unchanging, 

These superficially turbulent societies, as we may call them, 
will tend to be free, but it is to be feared that men love liberty as 
the condition of material well-being rather than for its own sake. 
And, Tocqueville added, it is conceivable, therefore, that under 
certain circumstances, when free institutions seem to be func- 
tioning badly and endangering prosperity, men will be inclined 
to sacrifice freedom in the hope of ensuring the well-being to 
which they aspire. 

In a society of this kind, all Professions will be considered 
honourable, because all professions will be fundamentally the 
same: they will all be wage earning. Democratic society, Tocque- 
ville implied, is the society of the universal wage earner. But the 
society of the universal wage earner tends to do away with 
differences of kind and essence between the so-called noble and 
the so-called ignoble activities. The distinction between, say, 
domestic service and the free professions will gradually tend to 
disappear, each becoming in its own right a job (to use the mod- 
ern idiom) - a job which yields a certain income, a certain 
salary. To be sure, there will continue to be inequalities of pres- 
tige from one occupation to another, according to the import- 
ance of the salary attached to each 3 but there will be no difference 
of kind. 

A society of this kind, Tocqueville continued, is an individu- 
alistic society in which each Person, with his family, tends to 
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become isolated from the others. Curiously, an individualistic 
society of this kind reveals certain common traits with the isola- 
tion characteristic of despotic societies. Despotism, Tocqueville 
said, tends to isolate individuals from one another. Now this 
restless, materialistic society, dedicated to well-being, creates a 
comparable isolation between families, but it does not follow that 
this individualistic society is doomed to despotism, for certain 
institutions may prevent this transition. These institutions are the 
associations freely created by the initiative of individuals, asso- 
ciations which may and must be interposed between the solitary 
individual and the all-powerful state. 

A society of this type risks public administration of all social 
activities. Democracy, as has been already observed, tends nor- 
mally towards centralization. Tocqueville conceived of a society 
totally planned by the state. But from his point of view, this 
administration, which would embrace society as a whole and 
which in certain respects is realized in the society known today 
as socialist, far from constituting the ideal of the disalienated 
society to succeed capitalist society; represents the despotic soci- 
ety most to be feared. 

A democratic society is on the whole materialistic, if by this we 
mean that it is concerned with acquiring as much worldly wealth 
as possible and with permitting the greatest possible number of 
individuals to live as well as possible. But, Tocqueville added, in 
contrast to the surrounding materialism, there occasionally occur 
outbursts of exalted spiritualism. A materialistic society of this 
kind is given, as it were, to eruptions of religious exaltation, 
sometimes of the most disembodied type. This eruptive Spin 
tualism is contemporaneous with a normalized and habitual 
materialism. These two contrary phenomena both constitute the 
essence of a democratic society. 

On these different points I have 
which are to be found almost anywhere. 

Equality every day confers a number of small enjoyments inthe 
man. The charms of equality are every instant felt and are be ter 
Teach of all; the noblest hearts are not insensible to them, and the ae 
vulgar souls exult in them. The passion that equality creates ™ 
therefore be at once strong and general. 
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And again: 


I think that democratic communities have a natural taste for free- 
dom; left to themselves, they will seek it, cherish it, and view any 
privation of it with regret. But for equality their passion is ardent, 
insatiable, incessant, invincible; they call for equality in freedom; and 
if they cannot obtain that, they still call for equality in slavery. They 
will endure poverty, servitude, barbarism, but they will not endure 
aristocracy. 


This passage is altogether typical of Tocqueville. It reveals 
two characteristics of his intellectual development: the attitude 
of the aristocrat of old family who is sensitive to the rejection by 
modern societies of the noble tradition, and also the intellectual 
context of his thought, the influence of Montesquieu, as evi- 
denced in the dialectical play on the two concepts of freedom and 
equality. You remember that in Montesquieu’s theory of poli- 
tical régimes, the essential dialectic is that of freedom and 
equality. The freedom of monarchies is based on the distinction 
of orders and the feeling of honour; the equality of despotism is 
an equality in bondage, Tocqueville adopted Montesquieu’s 
dialectic and showed that the predominant feeling in democratic 
Societies is the desire for equality at any price, which can lead to 
the acceptance of domination but does not necessarily imply 
slavery. 

To conclude this section, here is still another passage in which 
Tocqueville gave the underlying reason why in a democratic 
society all the professions are ultimately of the same type: ‘No 
profession exists in which men do not work for money; and the 
remuneration that is common to them all gives them all an air of 
resemblance,’ 

Here we have Tocqueville at his best: an apparently common- 
place, very general fact, from which he draws a series of very far- 
teaching conclusions; for at the time he was writing, the tendency 
was making its first appearance; today it has been expanded and 
intensified. One of the least doubtful characteristics of American 
Society is precisely this conviction that all the professions are 
honourable or, more accurately, are essentially of the same 
nature. Tocqueville continues: 
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This serves to explain the opinions that the Americans entertain 
with respect to different callings. In America no one is degraded be- 
cause he works, for everyone about him works also; nor is anyone 
humiliated by the notion of receiving pay, for the President of the 
United States also works for pay. He is paid for commanding, other 
men for obeying orders. In the United States professions are more or 
less laborious, more or less profitable; but they are never either high or 
low: every honest calling is honourable. 


To be sure, this is an ideal representation, and the picture 
could stand some shading. But it seems to me to be fundament- 
ally accurate. 

I shall now turn to the third part of Volume II, relating to 
manners, and I shall consider, above all, Tocqueville’s ideas on 
the subject of revolutions and wars. 

Here is the general picture Tocqueville drew: He began by 
explaining that, in democratic societies, manners have a ten- 
dency to grow less rigorous, that relations between Americans 
tend to be simple and easy, not very formal or stylized. The 
subtle and delicate refinements of aristocratic politesse tend to 
disappear in a sort of ‘good Joe-ism’, to use a modern idiom. 
The style of interpersonal relations in the United States is 
direct, and this style tends to spread throughout American soci- 
ety as a whole. Relations between masters and servants tend to 
be of the same type as relations between people supposedly of 
good society. In other words, the gradations of aristocratic hier- 
archy which Tocqueville said survive in the interpersonal 
relations of European societies increasingly disappear in a 
fundamentally equalitarian society like the American one. 

Tocqueville was aware that this phenomenon is related to the 
peculiarities of American society, but he was tempted to believe 
that European societies will evolve in the same direction, that 
this equalitarian style will gradually tend to spread in proportion 
as societies become more democratic, though it is apparent that 
societies with a long aristocratic past like the European ones will 
have more difficulty adopting this equalitarian style. 

Here, then, is what Tocqueville said about wars and revolu- 


tions as a result of this ideal type of democratic society: _ i 
The first idea, which I have already formulated in discussing 
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the French Revolution, is that great political or intellectual revo- 
lutions belong to a transitional phase between traditional and 
democratic societies and not to the essence of democratic socie- 
ties. In other words, he said, in democratic societies great revo- 
lutions will become rare. Nevertheless, these societies will be 
essentially unsatisfied. On rereading Tocqueville, I noticed an 
idea which I had thought more or less my own, namely, the dis- 
putatious satisfaction of modern industrial societies, Tocqueville 
wrote that democratic societies can never be satisfied because, 
being equalitarian, they are envious, but that in spite of this 
superficial turbulence, they are fundamentally conservative. 

Why are democratic societies anti-revolutionary? The under- 
lying reason is that, as living conditions improve, the number of 
those who have Something to lose by a revolution increases, Too 
many individuals and classes Possess something in democratic 
societies for the latter to be ready to risk what they have on the 
gamble of revolution, Tocqueville wrote: 


democratic societies: the development of Science and industry. 
He had a tendency to combine two images, fundamentally stabi- 
lized societies and societies which Were fundamentally pre- 
occupied with well-being; but what he did Not see clearly enough 
is that a preoccupation with well-being combined with a passion 
for science results in an uninterrupted series of scientific and tech- 
nical discoveries, Apart from the fundamental social conserva- 
tism of democratic societies, a revolutionary principle is at work: 
science, 

Tocqueville had been educated in a family whose memories 
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of the great Revolution were tragic. His father had narrowly 
escaped being guillotined at the time of the Terror, and several 
of his relatives, notably Malesherbes, Louis XVI’s lawyer, had 
been executed. Tocqueville was instinctively hostile to revolu- 
tions, and like all of us, he found convincing reasons to justify his 
feelings. One of democratic society’s best protections against 
despotism, he said, is a respect for legality. But revolutions, by 
definition, violate legality. They accustom people to not bowing 
before the law. This acquired contempt for the law survives the 
revolutions and, consequently, becomes a possible cause of des- 
potism, Tocqueville was inclined to believe that the more fre- 
quently revolutions occurred in democratic societies, the greater 
the danger the society ran of becoming despotic. 

This may be a justification of a predisposition; but it does not, 
therefore, follow that the justification is. false. Let us say, with an 
allusion to contemporary events, that once a constitution has 
been violated, it is easier to violate it a second and third time. 
With constitutions, it is most of all the first step that counts. It 
Was this exposure to illegality, this contempt for constitutional 
legality, which Tocqueville feared in revolutions. x 

As for war, Tocqueville thought that democratic societies 
would be little inclined to it. Further, democratic societies would 
be quite incapable of preparing for war in time of peace, but, 
once war had begun, they would be incapable of ending it, In 
other words, he had drawn a rather faithful portrait of the foreign 
policy of the United States until quite recently. = 7 

War is regarded by democracies as & disagreeable interlude in 
normal existence, which is peaceful. When democratic men are at 
peace, they think about war as little as possible and thus are ill 
Prepared for it, which means that normally they suffer defeats ta 


the first battles. If, Tocqueville continued, a democratic state is 
not utterly defeated in the course of the first battles, then even- 
d wages war to its end in 


ually it becomes completely mobilized an 
total victory, 

Because democratic societies are little inclined to war does not 
Mean that they will not wage War. Tocqueville feared - and on 
this point I believe he was mistaken ~ that in democratic soc'et™s 
the armies would be warmongers, as We would say nowadays, In 
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a classic analysis, he showed that professional soldiers, who enjoy 
only a mediocre prestige in peace time, would encounter in the 
area of advancement the standard difficulties resulting from the 
low mortality rate of officers in normal times. Under these cir- 
cumstances, professional soldiers — and Particularly noncom- 
missioned officers — would be more inclined to desire war than 
ordinary men, I confess I am rather uneasy about these detailed 
prophecies which are, of course, characteristic of an excessive 
propensity to generalization, 

If despots appeared in democratic societies, they would be 
tempted to wage war, both to Strengthen their power and to 
satisfy their armies, I refer you to Chapter XXIII, which is 
entitled, ‘Which Is the Most Warlike and Most Revolutionary 
Class in Democratic Armies’, Here, however, is a passage from 
Chapter XXIV which is not without interest, 


after it has destroyed all modes of Speculation, becomes itself the great 
and sole Speculation, to which all the ardent and ambitious desires that 


This is a fine description of the total war of the democratic 
societies in the twentieth century, 

Finally, we come to the fourth and last part of Volume Il, 
Tocqueville’s conclusions, with which we are already familiar to 
a large extent. Modern societies are torn by two revolutions, One 
tends to achieve the growing equality of conditions, the uni- 
formity of standards of living, but also to concentrate the admin- 
istration at the top, to reinforce the powers of administrative 
management; while another revolution is constantly weakening 
the traditional Powers, 

Given these two revolutions, revolt against traditional power, 
on the one hand, and administrative centralization, on the other, 
democratic societies are faced with the alternative with which we 
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are so familiar: free institutions or despotism. ‘Thus in our days 
two contrary revolutions appear-to be going on, the one con- 
tinually weakening the supreme power, the other as continually 
strengthening it; at no other period in our history has it ap- 
peared so weak or so strong.’ 

The antithesis is tempting, but it is not accurately stated. 
What Tocqueville meant is that power is weakened and, its 
sphere of influence is widened. What he really had in mind is the 
widening of administrative and governmental functions and the 
weakening of the political power of decision. But the antithesis 
would perhaps have been less rhetorical and less striking if 
Tocqueville had contrasted widening, on the one hand, and 
weakening, on the other, instead of contrasting strengthening 
and weakening as he did. 

These, very rapidly summarized, are Tocqueville’s central 
ideas in the second volume of Democracy in America, together 
with some examples of his sociological method. 

To conclude, I should like to attempt to characterize Alexis de 
’ Tocqueville as a political thinker and as a sociologist. 

As a political thinker, Tocqueville, as he said himself, was a 
solitary. He derived from the Legitimist Party; his family had 
been attached to the French monarchy, and it was not without 
hesitation or mental scruples that Tocqueville supported the 
Orleans dynasty. In a sense, he had broken with his family 
tradition, and he was anxious about betraying a family he deeply 
loved. Nevertheless, he had attached to the Revolution of 1830 
the hope that his political ideal was at last to be realized, i.e. the 
democratization of society combined with the strengthening of 
the liberal institutions in that synthesis which seemed contemp- 
tible to Auguste Comte and ideal to himself: a constitutional 


monarchy, 

The Revolution of 1848, 
he saw it as the proof, definitive 
society was incapable of political liberty. si i 

Thus he stood alone, neither with the Legitimists nor with the 


Orleanists, In parliament, he had belonged to the dynastic oppo- 
sition, while explaining to the dynastic opposition that by trying 
to obtain a reform of the electoral law by demagogic propaganda 
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measures, it would overthrow the dynasty. Late in January 1848, 
in answer to the address to the throne, he delivered a prophetic 
speech in which he foretold the coming revolution. In all hon- 
esty, I should add that Tocqueville, while writing his recollec- 
tions after the Revolution of 1848, admitted quite frankly that he 
was a better prophet than he had thought at the time he delivered 
this speech. For, he said, ‘I predicted the Revolution, my listen- 
ers thought I was exaggerating, and so did I.’ The Revolution 
broke out about a month after the moment he predicted it, amid a 
general scepticism which he himself shared. 

Politically, then, Tocqueville belonged to that liberal party 
which probably had little chance of finding even a disputatious 
satisfaction in the course of French politics. 

Tocqueville the sociologist belonged to the lineage of Montes- 
quieu. He combined the method of the sociological portraitist 
with the habit of classifying types of régimes and types of societies, 
and with the propensity to construct abstract theories from a 
small number of facts. He differed from so-called classic soci- 
ologists like Comte and Marx in his rejection of vast syntheses 
intended to forecast history. He did not believe that past history 
is governed by inexorable laws or that future events are predeter- 
mined. Tocqueville, like Montesquieu, wanted to make history 
intelligible, but he did not want to do away with it. And in the 
last analysis, sociologists of the Comtian and Marxian type are 
always inclined to do away with history; for when we seek to know 
history in advance, we deprive it of its own dimension, which is 


action; and, when we say action, we are also saying unpredict- 
ability, 
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The Sociologists 
and the Revolution of 1848 


THE attitudes adopted by the sociologists I have discussed 
towards the Revolution of 1848 seems interesting to me from 
several points of view. 

First of all, the Revolution of 1848, the brief duration of the 
Second Republic, and the coup d’état of Napoleon III repre- 
sented, successively, the destruction of a constitutional mon- 
archy in favour of a republic and the destruction of the republic 
in favour of an imperial, authoritarian régime; and in the back- 
ground of all these events, there was always the threat or spectre 
of a socialist or quasi-socialist revolution. This period from 1848 
to 1851 saw the temporary domination of a provisional govern- 
ment in which the socialist influence was strong; next, the 
struggle between the Constituent Assembly and the people of 
Paris; next, the struggle of a Legislative Assembly (with a 
monarchist majority which supported the Republic) against a 
president elected by universal suffrage who wanted to re-estab- 


lish an authoritarian empire. r 

In other words, in the course of the period from 1848 to 1851, 
France experienced a political conflict which, more than 4 
other episode in the history of the nineteenth century, resem 


the political conflicts of the twentieth century. Asa matter of a 
in this period one can observe à triangular conflict between w. 


are known in the twentieth century as fascists, more or ies De 
democrats, and socialists, which we find again between 19: 


1933 in Weimar, Germany, and which is still observable to a 
certain extent in present-day France. 
The French socialists of 1848 were 
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communists of today; the Bonapartists of 1850 were neither 
Mussolini’s Fascists nor Hitler’s National Socialists. But it is 
true, none the less, that this period of French political history 
in the nineteenth century already presented the principal 
opponents and rivalries typical of the twentieth century. 

Moreover, this intrinsically interesting period has been dis- 
cussed, analysed, and criticized by the three sociologists I have 
examined: Comte, Marx, and Tocqueville. The judgements they 
passed on its events are characteristic of their doctrines and help 
us to understand the importance of the abstract theories I have 
been expounding. 

The case of Auguste Comte is the easiest, He was, quite 
simply, overjoyed at the destruction of those representative and 
liberal institutions which he regarded as linked to critical, meta- 
physical, and therefore anarchistic spirit and also to a blind wor- 
ship of the peculiarities of the political evolution of Great 
Britain. In his youthful Opuscules, Comte had made a comparison 
between the political evolutions of France and England. In 
England, he wrote, the aristocracy had allied. itself with the 
House of Commons, the bourgeoisie, and even with the people, 
thus gradually reducing the monarchy’s influence and authority. 
France’s political evolution had been the opposite; the monarchy 
had allied itself with the communes and the bourgeoisie, thus 
reducing the aristocracy’s influence and authority. Now, in 
Comte’s eyes, the English parliamentary system was merely the 
form assumed by an aristocracy’s domination, The British parlia- 
ment was the institution through which the aristocracy ruled in 
England, 

Thus, to Comte, the parliamentary system was not a political 
institution of universal vocation but a mere accident of English 
history. To seek to introduce in France representative institutions 
copied from England would be, therefore, a fundamental his- 
torical error, since the essential conditions for the parliamentary 
system were not present. To seek to combine parliament and 
monarchy was, in Comte’s eyes, to commit a radical error, since 
the French Revolution must be the enemy of the monarchy in 
which the old régime found its highest expression, The combina- 
tion of monarchy and parliament which was the ideal of the 
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Constituent Assembly seemed impossible to Comte, since it 
rested on an error of principle regarding the nature of political 
institutions in general and the history of France in particular. 

I should add that Comte favoured centralization, which he 
found consistent with the law of French history. He went so far 
as to regard the distinction between laws and decrees as a point- 
less refinement of legal metaphysicians and, because of this 
interpretation of history, to be delighted at the abolition of the 
French parliament in favour of what he called a temporal 
dictatorship. Comte was gratified that Napoleon III did away 
once and for all with parliamentary windbags, or what Karl 
Marx would have called ‘parliamentary cretinism’. 

The passage most characteristic of Comte’s political and his- 
torical thinking on this subject is in Volume VI of the Cours de 
Philosophie Positive. 

According to our historical theory, by virtue of the prior concentra- 
tion of the various elements of the old régime around the royalty, it is 
clear that the primary effort of the French Revolution irrevocably to 
renounce the former organization must necessarily consist in a direct 
conflict between popular might and royal power, whose preponderance 
alone had characterized such a system since the end of the second 
modern phase. But, although this preliminary period could not indeed 
have had any other political aim than to effect the imminent elimina- 
tion of the royalty, which the boldest innovators would not at first have 
dared to imagine, it is remarkable that the constitutional metaphysic 
was, on the contrary, then envisioning the indissoluble union of the 
monarchical principle with popular ascendancy, and of the Catholic 
constitution with the emancipation of the mind. Such incoherent 

philosophical atten- 


speculations would no longer merit the slightest p! > 
tion were it not necessary to see them as the first direct testimony ofa 
general aberration which still exerts the most deplorable influence 
towards radically disguising the true nature of modern reorganization, 
by reducing its fundamental regeneration to a feeble universal imita- 


tion of the transitory constitution peculiar to England. 

I might add parenthetically that what Auguste Comte called a 
‘general aberration’ persists in the middle of the twentieth cen- 
tury, since the ‘transitory constitution peculiar to England , i.e. 
representative institutions, tends to spread with varying degrees 
of success, to be sure, throughout the entire world. If Comte 
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were still alive, he would find that this aberration was becoming 
increasingly aberrant. 
To continue the quotation: 


Such, indeed, was the political utopia of the Principal leaders of the 
Constituent Assembly, and they assuredly pursued its direct realiza- 
tion in so far as was possible at the time, in view of its radical contra- 
diction of all the tendencies characteristic of French sociability. 

This, then, is the natural place to apply our historical theory directly 
to the rapid development of this dangerous illusion. Although too crude 
in itself to demand any special analysis, the gravity of its consequences 
obliges me to point out to the reader the principal foundations of this 
view, which he will moreover be able to develop for himself without 


difficulty, from the explanations to be found in the two preceding 
chapters. 


And then the last sentence: 


The absence of any sound political philosophy makes it easy to 
imagine what empirical temptation must have determined such an 
aberration, which surely must have been quite inevitable, since it was 
able utterly to seduce the reason of the great Montesquieu. 


A little further on, Comte established an analogy between the 
political régimes of England and of Venice, In his eyes, the 
English parliamentary constitution did not differ in essence’ from 
the Venetian constitution which was fully determined by the end 
of the fourteenth century. Let me quote a passage. ; 


It may in fact be observed that the Venetian régime, fully charac- 
terized by the end of the fourteenth century, in all respects assuredly 
constitutes the political system most analogous to the English govern- 
ment as a whole, considered in the definite form which it was to 
assume three centuries later. This necessary similarity evidently 
results from a parallel fundamental tendency, social progression 
towards a temporal dictatorship of the aristocratic element. It is even 
incontestable that, owing to the differences in times, the Venetian 
type must have been much more complete than the English, since it 
assured the ruling aristocracy a much more marked preponderance 
over both the central power and the Popular strength. The only essen- 
tial difference between the comparative destinies of these two equally 
transitory régimes of which the second, having arisen at a later period 
in the political decomposition, certainly could not pretend to the same 
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total duration as the first, consists in the fact that Venetian inde- 
pendence was bound to disappear under the necessary decadence of its 
particular government, while English nationality must, happily, remain 
altogether intact amid the inevitable collapse of its provisional con- 
stitution. 

Whatever the value of such an analogy, which seemed convenient in 
describing my historical appreciation of the English system, barring, 
moreover, any idea of actual imitation, it remains incontestable that, 
in spite of empty metaphysical theories concocted after the fact as to 
the imaginary weight of the various powers [this is a condemnation of 
Montesquieu’s idea of the balance of powers], the automatic pre- 
ponderance of the aristocratic element must have provided, in England 
as in Venice, the universal principle of a political mechanism whose 
real movement would surely be incompatible with this fantastic bal- 
ance, 

To this fundamental condition for a like régime, must be added two 
others which are very important, and even more peculiar to England, 
and which have contributed greatly to the preservation of this excep- 
tional system, in spite of the universal active tendency towards the 
radical decomposition of the old order whose particular existence it is 
primarily destined to prolong. The first consists in the institution of 
Anglican Protestantism which assured the permanent subordination 
of the spiritual power much better than the species of Catholicism 
peculiar to Venice could have done. As for the second complementary 
condition, it concerns the spirit of political isolation eminently 


Peculiar to England. 
Thus the English cons 
power of the aristocracy. Were it not for 
cracy, a constitution based on the balance of powers would result 
in a paralysis of government, and society would be in danger of 
collapse. Moreover, England has had the advantage of two excep- 
tional conditions: the Anglican Church, which has meant the 
subordination of spiritual power to temporal power; and her 
insular situation, which has permitted a sort of solidarity among 
the social classes and by the same token favoured the reign of the 


aristocracy. 

As a consequence of this general theory, Comte was not 
displeased to see a temporal dictator put an end to the futile 
imitation of English institutions and to the apparent reign of the 


windbag metaphysicians of parliaments and in the Systéme de 
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Politique Positive he expressed this satisfaction. He even went so 
far as to write, in the introduction to Volume II of the Systeme, a 
letter to the Czar, a temporal dictator whom he still described 
as ‘empirical’, in which he expressed the hope that this empirical 
dictator might be instructed by the master of positive philosophy 
and thus make a decisive contribution to the fundamental reorgani- 
zation of European society. 

This dedication to the Czar provoked several different move- 
ments within the positivist school; and I should add that in 
Volume III the tone was somewhat changed, owing to a tem- 
porary aberration on the part of the temporal dictator. I refer to 
the Crimean War, for Comte had declared the age of great wars 
to be historically at an end, and he seems to have assigned 
responsibility for the Crimean War to the Czar. He congratu- 
lated the temporal dictator of France for having nobly ended the 
temporary aberration of the temporal dictator of Russia. 

This attitude towards parliamentary institutions is not, if I 
may speak in the style of Auguste Comte, exclusively related to 
the individual peculiarities of the great master of positivism. This 
habit of condemning parliamentary institutions as ‘metaphys- 
ical’ or ‘British’ still exists today. I receive rather regularly a 
slim publication called Nouveau Régime, originally inspired by 
the positivist method, which contrasts the ‘fiction? of Parties and 
parliament with the ‘real France’. The contributors to this 
review are, in fact, very intelligent, They are in search of another 
mode of representation than the one we are familiar with in 
parties and parliament. Comte did not want to do away with 
representation altogether, but he thought it sufficient for an as- 
sembly to convene every three years to approve the budget. 

Here, then, is a basic attitude characteristic of Auguste Comte 
and related to the primary inspiration of sociology. For sociology, 
as Comte conceived it and as Durkheim practised it, took as its 
centre the social and not the political. But the subordination of 
the political to the social may find expression in the depreciation 
of parliament in favour of ‘the fundamental social reality’. Durk- 
heim shared the indifference, tinged with hostility or contempt, 
that the coiner of the word ‘sociology’ had for. parliamentary 
institutions. Durkheim was passionately interested in social 
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matters, in problems of professional ethics, in the reorganization of 
professional organizations; what went on in parliament seemed 
to him secondary, if not contemptible. 

A change of climate, a change of author: let us turn to Tocque- 
ville. 
We know from Tocqueville’s general attitude that he regarded 
as the great project of the Revolution precisely what Auguste 
Comte described as an aberration. As a matter of fact, Tocque- 
ville regretted the failure of the Constituent Assembly, that is, 
the failure of the bourgeois reformists who wanted to combine 
representative institutions with the monarchy. We know further 
that he considered important, if not essential, that administrative 
decentralization which Comte regarded with the sovereign con- 
tempt of the sociologist. We also know that Tocqueville was con- 
cerned with those metaphysical schemes of the constitutionalists 
which Comte dismissed in a few lines as unworthy of serious 
investigation. 

Let us now turn to the more spe 
of 1848. 

First of all, we mu 


cific matter of the Revolution 


st not forget that Tocqueville’s social posi- 


tion was altogether different from Comte’s. The latter was an 
he lived for a long time on 


examiner at the Ecole Polytechnique; 

the small salary he received for this work; he lost this position; 
then he lived on the subsidies of his positivist followers. A soli- 
tary thinker, he created a religion of humanity of which he was 
both prophet and high priest. This was a peculiar situation which 
necessarily gave an extreme form to the expression of his ideas, 
one not directly suited to the complexities of events. 


At the same period of 1848, Alexis de Tocqueville, descendant 
of an old family of the French aristocracy, was deputy from La 


Manche to the Legislative Assembly under the reign of Louis 
1848 broke out, he was in 


Philippe. When the Revolution of 

Paris, Unlike Auguste Comte, he left his apartment. He walked 
through the streets; he experienced certain emotions at the sight 
of what was happening around him. Then, when the elections to 


the Constituent Assembly came around, he returned to his 
lected by an overwhelming 


department (La Manche) and was el r : 
majority. Thus, he was a member of the Constituent Assembly 
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and played a rather important role, since he belonged to the com- 
mittee that drew up the constitution of the Second Republic. 

Finally, in May 1849, when Louis Bonaparte (who was to 
become Napoleon III) was president of the Republic, Tocque- 
ville was admitted as minister of foreign affairs to the reconsti- 
tuted cabinet of Odilon Barrot. He was minister of foreign affairs 
for five months, until early November 1849, when the president 
of the Republic, Louis Bonaparte, repealed this ministry, which 
was already revealing too parliamentary a nature and was domi- 
nated by the old dynastic opposition to Louis Philippe, i.e. by 
the liberal monarchist party, become republican out of resigna- 
tion, since the restoration of the monarchy was temporarily 
impossible. 

Therefore, at this period Tocqueville was a monarchist turned 
conservative republican because there was no possibility of res- 
toring the Legitimist or Orleanist monarchy; but at the same 

` time he was hostile to what he called the ‘bastard monarchy’, 
whose imminent danger he foresaw. The bastard monarchy was 
the empire of Louis Bonaparte, which all observers of any pers- 
Picacity foresaw from the day the overwhelming majority of the 
French people voted, not for Cavaignac, that republican general 
and defender of the bourgeois order, but for Louis Bonaparte, 
who had scarcely anything in his favour but his name, his uncle’s 
prestige, and a few ridiculous escapades, This, then, was Tocque- 
ville’s situation. What was his reaction? 

Tocqueville’s reaction on the day of the Revolution, 24 Febru- 
ary, was near despair, despondency. We know why. Tocqueville 
was a liberal conservative, resigned to democratic modernity, and 
passionately interested in intellectual, personal, and political 
freedom. For him, these freedoms were embodied in representa- 
tive institutions, and he considered revolutions unfavourable to 
the preservation of liberty; he was convinced that revolutions, as 
they gather momentum, render the survival of freedom increas- 
ingly improbable. 

Tocqueville’s reactions to these events may be found in an ab- 
solutely thrilling book called The Recollections of Alexis de Toc- 
queville, It is the only book Tocqueville ever wrote au courant de 
la plume. Tocqueville worked and reworked his books, endlessly 
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pondering and correcting them. But in the case of the events of 
1848, he dashed off his recollections. for his own personal satis- 
faction, and he expressed himself with an admirable frankness, 
since he had forbidden their publication. He expressed opinions 
devoid of indulgence with regard to several of his contemporaries 
— opinions which provide invaluable testimony as to the real 
feelings of the actors in the great drama as well as in the wings of 


history. 3 
First of all, here is a passage in which he summed up his 


reactions to the revolutions he had witnessed. 


On 30 July 1830, at daybreak, I had met the carriages of King 
Charles X on the outer boulevards of Versailles, with damaged es- 
cutcheons, proceeding at a foot pace, in Indian file, like a funeral, and I 
was unable to restrain my tears at the sight. This time [in 1848] my 
impressions were of another kind, but even keener. Both revolutions 
had afflicted me; but how much more bitter were the impressions 
caused by the last! I had until the end felt a remnant of hereditary 
affection for Charles X; but that King fell for having violated rights 
that were dear to me, and I had every hope that my country’s freedom 
would be revived rather than extinguished by his fall. But now this 
freedom seemed dead; the Princes who were fleeing were nothing to 
me, but I felt that the cause I had at heart was lost. 

I had spent the best days of my youth amid a society which seemed 
to increase in greatness and prosperity as it increased in liberty; I had 
conceived the idea of a balanced, regulated liberty, held in check by 
religion, custom and law; the attractions of this liberty had touched 
me; it had become the passion of my life; I felt that I could never 
be consoled for its loss, and that I must renounce all hope of its 


recovery. 
he tells how, returning home one evening, 


he met Ampére, a fellow academician. Ampère, Tocqueville tells 
he was delighted with the Revo- 


us, was a typical man of letters; ak : 
lution, which seemed to him to correspond to his ideal. Partisans 
of reform outweighed reactionaries like Guizot; the monarchy was 


collapsing, and Ampére saw on the horizon vistas of prosperity 
and a republic. Ampére and Tocqueville, according to the latter’s 
report, had a very heated argument on the subject of the day: 
was the Revolution a happy oF an unhappy event? 

It goes without saying that Tocqueville, writing several years 


241 


In another passage, 


THE SOCIOLOGISTS AND THE REVOLUTION OF 1848 


later, was more convinced than ever that the Revolution of 1848 
was an unhappy event. From this point of view he could not 
judge otherwise, since the end result of the Revolution of 1848 
was to replace a semi-legitimate, liberal, and moderate monarchy 
with what Auguste Comte called a temporal dictator, with what 
Tocqueville called a bastard monarchy, and with what is more 
commonly known as an authoritarian empire. It is difficult to 
believe that, from a political point of view, the régime of Louis 
Bonaparte was superior to that of Louis Philippe and his suc- 
cessor; but it goes without saying that here we are dealing with 
judgements coloured by personal preferences, Even today, in 
French history textbooks, the enthusiasm of Ampère is better 
represented than the gloomy scepticism of Tocqueville. The 
two characteristic attitudes of the French intelligentsia — i.e. 
revolutionary enthusiasm, whatever the consequences, and 
Scepticism as to the final result of such upheavals — these two 
attitudes persist today, and will probably still persist in the next 
generation. 

Tocqueville tried to explain the causes of the Revolution. The 
most characteristic Passage is in his usual manner: the February 
Revolution, like all great events of its kind, is born of general 
causes, completed, as it were, by accidents, and it would be just 
as superficial to derive it necessarily from the former as to attri- 
bute it exclusively to the latter. 

This view is characteristic of Tocqueville’s historical sociol- 
ogy: neither inexorable necessity nor a series of accidents, There 
are general causes, but these general causes are still not sufficient 
to account for a particular event which might have been other- 
wise, had such and such a secondary incident been different. 

Here is Tocqueville’s analysis of the general causes. 


The industrial revolution which, during the past thirty years, had 
turned Paris into the principal manufacturing city of France and 
attracted within its walls an entire new pepulation of workmen (to 
whom the works of the fortifications had added another population of 
labourers at present deprived of work) tended more and more to 
inflame this multitude. Add to this the democratic disease of envy, 
which was silently Permeating it; the economical and political theories 
which were beginning to make their way and which strove to prove 
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that human misery was the work of laws and not of Providence, and 
that poverty could be suppressed by changing the conditions of 


society. . .-. 


I should like to interpose a comment. Here we see the deeply 
conservative liberal who thinks that social inequalities are part 
of the eternal order of Providence or that at least for his age, in 
his time, these inequalities are impossible to extirpate. 


. . . The contempt into. which the governing class, and especially the 
men who led it, had fallen, a contempt so general and so profound that 
it paralysed the resistance even of those who were most interested in 
maintaining the power that was being overthrown; ...- 


Another comment. Contempt for the men who govern in 
France is an endemic phenomenon which occurs at the end of 
every régime and explains the relatively bloodless character of 
many French revolutions, since as a rule the régime falls when no 
one any longer wants to fight for it, We saw a phenomenon of this 
kind, still more developed, not long ago, 110 years after 1848. 
The political classes which govern France fall from time to time 
into a contempt so general that it paralyses the very people who 
have most reason to defend themselves. 


.. . The centralization which reduced the whole revolutionary move- 
ment to the overmastering of Paris and the seizing of the machinery of 
government; and lastly, the mobility of all things, institutions, ideas, 
men and customs, in a fluctuating state of society which had, in less 
than sixty years undergone the shock of seven great revolutions, with- 
out numbering a multitude of smaller, secondary upheavals. These 
were the general causes without which the Revolution of February 


would have been impossible. d 
The principal accidents which led to it were the passions of the 
dynastic opposition, which brought about a riot in proposing a reform; 
d then abandoned; 


the suppression of this riot, first over-violent, anı e 
the sudden disappearance of the old Ministry, unexpectedly snapping 


the threads of power, which the new ministers, in their confusion, were 
unable either to seize upon or to reunite; . .-- 

Again we see the analogy. It happens that a régime in France 
falls during a change of ministry. This is what happened to the 
régime of Louis Philippe, as to the Fourth Republic. 
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... The mistakes and disorders of mind of these ministers, so powerless 
to re-establish that which they had been strong enough to overthrow; 
the vacillation of the generals; the absence of the only Princes who 
possessed either personal energy or popularity; and above all, the 
senile imbecility of King Louis-Philippe, his weakness, which no one 
could have foreseen, and which still remains almost incredible, after 
the event has proved it. 


This is the sort of analytical, historical description of the 
Revolution which is characteristic of a sociologist who believes 
neither in the inexorable determinism of history nor in a series of 
accidents. Remember the phrase I used in connexion with Mon- 
tesquieu: that Montesquieu wanted to make history intelligible; 
so did Tocqueville. To make history intelligible is not to show 
that nothing could have happened otherwise but to discover the 
combination of general and secondary causes that weave, as it 
were; the web of history. 

As for the Revolution of 1848, Tocqueville understood that 
initially it presented a socialist character; but since he was soci- 
ally conservative at the same time that he was politically liberal, 
he judged very severely the socialist members of the Provisional 
Government who, he believed (agreeing with Karl Marx in this), 
had exceeded the tolerable bounds of stupidity, A little like Karl 
Marx also, Tocqueville, simply as an observer, noted that in a 
first phase, between February 1848, and the meeting of the 
Constituent Assembly in May, the socialists enjoyed consider- 
able influence in Paris and thus throughout France. But what 
did they do with this influence? Enough to terrify the bourgeoisie 
and the majority of the peasantry, but not enough to secure 
themselves any position of power. 

_ In fact — and this is yet another point on which Tocqueville 
agrees with Marx — the socialist leaders of the Revolution of 1848 
did not know how to exploit the favourable circumstances they 
enjoyed between February and May. Beginning with the meet- 
ing of the Constituent Assembly, they did not know whether 
they wanted to play a game of the Revolution or that of the con- 
stitutional régime. And at the decisive moment, they abandoned 
their troops, for during those horrible days of June the workers of 
Paris fought alone, without leaders, 
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Tocqueville was violently hostile both to the socialist leader 
and to the June rioters. But his hostility did not blind him. On 
the one hand, he recognized the extraordinary courage exhibited 
by the Parisian workers in fighting against the regular army, and 
then he went on to say that the disrepute into which the socialist 
leaders had fallen was not, perhaps, definitive. 

We know that for Marx, the Revolution of 1848 proved that 
henceforth the essential problem of European societies would be 
the social problem. He saw the revolutions of the nineteenth 
century as no longer political, but social. Tocqueville, who 
was obsessed with a concern for freedom, or what he called 
freedom, regarded these riots, insurrections, or revolutions as 
catastrophic. But he was aware of the fact that they presented a 
certain socialist character, and he added that if, for the moment, a 
socialist revolution seemed to him out of the question, if it was 
hard for him to visualize a régime established on foundations 
other than the principle of private ownership, he concluded 


prudently: 


of 1848 are so justly covered? I put th 

reply. I do not doubt that the laws concernin| 

modern society will in the long run und ifications: they have 

already done so in many of their princip: i i 
be impracticable. I 


destroyed and replaced by others? It seems to me to rac 
say no more, because — the more I study the former condition of the 


world and see the world of our own day in greater detail, the more I 
consider the prodigious variety to be met with not only in laws, but in 
the principles of law, and the different forms even now taken and 
retained, whatever one may Say» by the rights of property on this earth 
~ the more I am tempted to believe that what we call necessary institu- 
tions are often no more than institutions to which we have grown accus- 
tomed, and that in matters of social constitution the field of possi- 
bilities is much more extensive than men living in their various socie- 
tics are ready to imagine. 

une, the balance of Toc- 


queville’s Recollections is devoted to an account of the drawing 
up of the constitution of the Second Republic, his participation 
in the second Odilon Barrot ministry, and the struggle of liberal 
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monarchists-turned-republicans against both the royalist major- 
ity in the Assembly and the President, whom they suspected of 
trying to re-establish the empire. Among the most brilliant pieces 
of bravura, I recommend a portrait of Lamartine of which the 
essential phrase is, ‘I do not know that I have ever, in this world 
of selfishness and ambition in which I lived, met a mind so void 
of any thought of the public welfare as his.’ And, of course, there 
is the superb portrait of Louis Bonaparte. 

In conclusion, then, Tocqueville did understand the socialist 
character of the Revolution of 1848, but he condemned the 
behaviour of the socialists as senseless. He belonged to the 
bourgeois party of order and, during the days of June, was pre- 
pared to fight against the insurgent workers, In the second phase 
of the crisis, he was a moderate republican, a supporter of what 
was later called the conservative republic; and at the same time 
he was an anti-Bonapartist. He was defeated, but he was not sur- 
prised at his defeat, for from the first day of the Revolution of 
1848 he believed that free institutions were temporarily doomed; 
he thought that the Revolution of 1848 would inevitably result 
in an authoritarian régime of one kind or another, and after the 
election of Louis Bonaparte he naturally foresaw the restoration 
of the empire, But since it is not necessary to hope in order to 
act, he fought against the solution that seemed to him at once 
most probable and least desirable — which is characteristic of a 
sociologist of the school of Montesquieu. 


2 


Marx spent the period from 1848 to 1851 differently from either 
Comte or Tocqueville. He had not retired to the ivory tower of 
the Rue Monsieur le Prince, nor was he a deputy to the Consti- 
tuent Assembly or the Legislative Assembly or a minister to 
Odilon Barrot or to Louis Bonaparte. As a revolutionary agita- 
tor, he participated in the events in Germany, but he had lived in 
France for many years and was well acquainted with French 
Politics and revolutionaries, He was, therefore, an intelligent 
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witness of the events in France; he believed in the international 
character of the Revolution and felt directly involved in the 
French crisis. 

Many of the judgements to be found in his two books, The 
Class Struggle in France, 1848-1850 and The Eighteenth Brumaire 
of Louis-Bonaparte, coincide with those to be found in Tocque- 
ville’s Recollections. 

Like Tocqueville, he was struck by the contrast between the 
riots of 1848, in which the working masses of Paris fought alone 
and without leaders for several days, and the disturbances of 
1849 in which, only a year later, the parliamentary leaders of La 
Montagne vainly tried to start riots and were abandoned by their 
troops. The contrast between the troops without leaders on the 
first date and the leaders without troops on the second was 


emphasized by both authors. 
f the fact that the events of 1848-51 


They were equally aware o 
no longer represented merely political disturbances but were the 
jal revolution. Tocqueville ob- 


premonitory symptoms of a soci 
served with alarm that henceforth what was at stake was the 


whole foundation of society, laws respected for centuries by all 
human societies. Marx exclaimed triumphantly that the social 
upheaval which he regarded as necessary was taking place. The 
liberal aristocrat’s scale of values was different from — in a sense, 
opposite to — the revolutionary’s. That respect for political free- 
dom which for Tocqueville constitutes a sacred value was for 
Marx the superstition of a man of the old régime. Marx had no 
respect for parliament, parliamentarians, formal liberties. What 
Tocqueville desired to save above all else, Marx believed to be 
secondary, perhaps even an obstacle on the path to what seems to 
him essential, namely, the social revolution. a 

Both writers saw a sort of historical logic in the transition 
from the Revolution of 1789 to the Revolution of 1848. Tocque- 
ville explained this continuity by the formula: the Revolution 
continues. The extension of the Revolution involved questioning 
the social order and property ownership, after the destruction of 
the monarchy and the privileged orders. In this social revolution 
Marx discerned the rise of the fourth estate after th 


e victory of 
the third. The language is not the same; once again, the value 
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judgements are opposite; but it would not be difficult, by com- 
paring texts, to see that on this essential point the two thinkers 
agreed. Once the traditional monarchy has been destroyed, once 
the aristocracy of the past has been overthrown, the democratic 
movement, striving towards social equality, must attack any 
privileges that still exist — and this meant the privileges of the 
bourgeoisie. Economic inequality is the object of attack after 
inequality of orders or estates has been erased, 

To Tocqueville’s mind, the struggle against economic inequal- 
ity was, at least in his own day, doomed to failure. More often 
than not he seems to have regarded economic inequalities — in- 
equalities of fortune — as inseparable from the eternal order of 
human societies. Marx, on the other hand, thought that througha 
reorganization of society these economic inequalities could be 
reduced or eliminated, 

` Finally, Marx and Tocqueville also coincided in their analysis 

of the phases of the Revolution of 1848-51. The events in France 
during that period fascinated contemporary observers and are 
still absorbing today precisely because in a few years France 
experienced most of the situations typical of political conflicts in 
modern societies, 

The first phase extended from 24 February 1848, through 4 
May 1848, when an insurrection overthrew the monarchy and 
the Provisional Government included several socialists who, for 
a few months, exerted a dominant influence, 

A second phase began with the meeting of the Constituent 
Assembly. The majority of the Assembly elected by the whole 
country was conservative or even reactionary and monarchist. 
Whence a first conflict between a predominantly socialist Pro- 
visional Government and a conservative Assembly, resulting in 
the riots of June, 1848, and the revolt of the Parisian proletariat 
against an Assembly which was elected by universal suffrage 
but seemed to the Parisian workers to be their enemy. 

The third phase began with the election of Louis Bonaparte in 
December 1848, or, according to Marx, with the end of the Con- 
stituent Assembly in May 1849. The President of the Republic 
believed in the Bonapartist legitimacy — believed himself to be 
the man of destiny. As President of the Second Republic, he 
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clashed first with a Constituent Assembly which had a monar- 
chist majority and next with a Legislative Assembly which in- 
cluded a monarchist majority but also one hundred and fifty 
representatives of the left, La Montagne. 

With the election of Louis Bonaparte, there began a subtle, 
many-sided conflict in which the monarchists, incapable of reach- 
ing an agreement on the identity of the monarch or on the 
restoration of the monarchy itself, became, through their hostility 
to Louis Bonaparte, the defenders of the Republic against a 
Bonaparte seeking to restore a bastard monarchy. Louis Bona- 
parte used to a certain extent the devices which parliamentarians 
call those of popular demagogy. There were, in Louis Bona- 
parte’s strategy, elements of the pseudo-socialism of the Fascists 
and National Socialists of the twentieth century. Since the Legis- 
lative Assembly made the mistake of abolishing universal suffrage 
in the coup d’état of the Eighteenth Brumaire Louis Bonaparte 
violated the constitution, dissolved the Legislative Assembly, and 
at the same time re-established universal suffrage. 

Bearing in mind the points of agreement between Tocqueville 
and Marx, what are the specific characteristics of the Marxist 
analysis? The central idea, I think, is this: Marx sought to explain 
political events in terms of what might be called social infrastruc- 
ture. He sought to demonstrate, in strictly political conflicts, the 
expression or outcropping on the political level, as it were, of the 
underlying conflicts of social groups. Tocqueville, quite obvi- 
ously, did the same; he, too, showed social groups in conflict 
in the France of the mid-nineteenth century. But although he 
explained political conflicts in terms of social conflicts, he main- 
tained the specificity, at least the relative autonomy, of the 
political order. In the France of 1848, the principal actors in the 
drama were the peasants, the Parisian petite bourgeoisie, the 
Parisian workers, and the remnants of the aristocracy. The prin- 
cipal actors in the drama as seen by Tocqueville were not very 
different from the principal actors as seen by Marx. (I have 
quoted Tocqueville’ statement that only classes concern the 
historian.) But Marx always tried to find an exact corres- 
pondence between events on the political level and events in 
the social infrastructure. What with regard 
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to a sociological theory, is to determine to what extent he 
succeeded. 

Let me insert a parenthetical comment. Marx’s two pamphlets 
to which I refer, The Class Struggie'in France and The Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis-Bonaparte, are brilliant works 3 in many re- 
spects I think they are more profound and more satisfying than 
his massive scientific books. Marx, concentrating on historical 
insight, forgot his theories and analysed events as an observer — 
and as an observer of genius. 

To give a first example of his interpretation of politics in 
terms of social infrastructure, I shall quote a passage from The 
Class Struggle in France, ~ 


December 10, 1848 [i.e., the day of Louis Bonaparte’s election], was 
the day of the peasant insurrection. Only from this day does the 
February of the French peasants date. The symbol that expressed their 
entry into the revolutionary movement, clumsily cunning, knavishly 
naïve, doltishly sublime, a calculated superstition, a pathetic burlesque, 
a cleverly stupid anachronism, a world historical piece of buffoonery 
and an undecipherable hieroglyphic for the understanding of the 
civilized — this symbol bore the unmistakable features of the class that 
represents barbarism within civilization. The republic had announced 
itself to this class with the tax collector; it announced itself to the 
republic with the emperor. “Napoleon was the only man who had 
exhaustively represented the interests and the imagination of the 
Peasant class, newly created in 1789. By writing his name on the front 
Page of the republic, it declared war abroad and the enforcing of its 
class interests at home. Napoleon, for the peasants, was not a person 
but a programme. With banners, with beat of drums and blare of 
trumpets, they marched to the polling booths shouting: plus d’impéts, a 
bas les riches, à bas la république, vive PEmpereur. No more taxes, down 
with the rich, down with the republic, long live the emperor! Behind 


the emperor was hidden the Peasant war. The republic that they voted 
down was the republic of the rich. 


This is an admirable piece of rhetoric, but what does it mean? 
The sentence that follows gives us the clue: “December 10 was 


the coup d’état of the peasants which overthrew the existing 
government,’ 


What are the Possible interpretations of Louis Bonaparte’s 
election? The co; 


mmonplace, traditional interpretation is some- 
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thing like this: The French peasants, who represented a majority 
of the electors at the time, chose to elect the real or supposed 
nephew of the Emperor Napoleon rather than the republican 
general, Cavaignac. According to a psychopolitical interpretation, 
Louis Bonaparte, because of his name, was the charismatic 
leader, Max Weber would certainly have written that the peasant 
(that uncivilized creature, according to Marx, with his contempt 
for peasants) had preferred a Napoleonic symbol to a genuine 
republican personality. In this sense, Louis Bonaparte was the 
man of the peasantry against the republic of the rich. 

Obviously, even the non-Marxist admits that the peasants 
elected Louis Bonaparte. What seems problematical is the extent 
to which Louis Bonaparte, by virtue of the fact that he was 
elected by the peasants, became the representative of their class 
interest, The peasants were under no necessity to choose Louis 


Bonaparte to interpret their class interest, nor were the measures 


taken by him necessarily consistent with the peasants’ class 


interest, The emperor acted as his genius or his stupidity inspired 


him to act. 

In other words, the incontestable event is the peasant vote for 
Louis Bonaparte. The transformation of the event into theory is 
the proposition: ‘The peasants’ class interest was represented 


by Louis Bonaparte.’ 
Another passage pertaining to the peasants deserves to be 
quoted. It is from The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis-Bonaparte; 


Marx was describing the class situation of the peasants. 


The peasants are an immense mass whose individual members live 
entering into manifold rela- 


in identical conditions, without however ag in t 
tions with one another. Their method of production isolates them Eon 
one another, instead of drawing them into mutual intercourse. 'his 

f communication in France 


isolation is promoted by the poor means © n 
and by the Aan of the peasants themselves. Their field of produc- 


tion, the small allotment of land that each cultivates, allows no room 
for a division of labour, and no opportunity for the application of 
science; in other words, it shuts out manifoldness of development, 
diversi d the luxury of social relations. i 

eee of aeri Jf-sufficient; it itself directly 


i ily is almost s€: 
Enay singe ea aen and it earns its liveli- 


produces the greater part of what it consumes; : 
hood more by means of an interchange with nature than by intercourse 
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with society. We have the allotted patch of land, the peasant and his 
family; alongside of them another allotted patch of land, another 
peasant and another family. A group of these makes up a village; a 
group of villages makes up a Department. Thus the large mass of the 
French nation is constituted by the simple addition of equal magni- 
tudes, much as potatoes in a bag constitute a potato bag. 

In so far as millions of families live under economic conditions that 
separate their mode of life, their interests and their culture from those 
of other classes, and that place them in a hostile attitude towards the 
latter, they constitute a class. In so far as there exists among these 
peasants only a local connexion in which the individuality and 
exclusiveness of their interests prevent any unity of interest, national 
connexions and political organization among them, they do not con- 
stitute a class. 

Consequently, they are unable to assert their class interests in their 
own name, whether through a parliament or through a convention. 
They cannot represent themselves, they must be represented. Their 
representative must at the same time appear as their master, as an 
authority over them, as an unlimited governmental power that 
Protects them from the other classes, and that bestows rain and sun- 
shine upon them from above. 


This is a very penetrating description of the ambiguous posi- 
tion — a class, yet not a class — of the peasant masses. The peas- 
ants had a more or less similar mode of existence, which gave 
them the primary characteristic of a social class; but they lacked 
the capacity to become conscious of themselves as a unit. They 
were also incapable of representing themselves. They were, as it 
were, a passive class that could be represented only by outsiders, 
a situation which begins to explain the fact that the peasants 
chose a man who was not a peasant, Louis Bonaparte. 

The difficulty with such a system of interpretation is this: Is 
what happens on the political level adequately explained by what 
happens in the social infrastructure? 

For example, according to Marx, the Legitimist monarchy 
represented landed property; the Orleanist monarchy represent- 
ed the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie. The two dynasties 
were never able to reach an agreement. During the crisis of 
1848-51, the insurmountable obstacle to the restoration of the 
monarchy was, precisely, the quarrel between the two dynasties. 
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The problem of interpretation is this: Were the two royal families 
incapable of agreeing on the identity of the pretender because 
one represented landed property and the other industrial and 
commercial property or because, by definition, there can be only 
one pretender? 

The question is not inspired by a predisposition to criticism or 
over-refinement; it raises the essential problem in interpreting a 
political situation in terms of social infrastructure. Let us admit 
that Marx was right: that the legitimist monarchy actually is the 
régime of the great landowners and the traditional nobility. Let 
us agree, further, that the Orleans monarchy did represent the 
interests of the industrial and commercial bourgeoisie. Was it a 
conflict of economic interests that prevented unity or the simple 
arithmetic fact, so to speak, that there can be only one authentic 


pretender and not two? 

Marx, naturally, was inclined to explain the impossibility of 
agreement in terms of an incompatibility of economic interests. 
The weakness of this interpretation is that there have been other 
countries and other circumstances in which the interests of 
landed property could effect a compromise with theinterests of the 


industrial and commercial bourgeoisie. piers 
I shall quote the passage which is most interesting on this point. 


The diplomats of the party of order [you may recall that ‘the party 
of order’ referred at the time to the majority of the Constituent 
Assembly, then of the Legislative Assembly, composed mainly of 
monarchists, some of whom were legitimists; others Orleanists] 
believed they could allay the struggle by a combination of the two 


dynasties through a so-called fusion of the royalist parties Fae 
respective royal houses: tion and the 


The true fusion of the restoratt n 
July Monarchy was, however, the parliamentary republic, in which the 
Orleanist and Legitimist colours were dissolved and the various species 
of bourgeois vanished in the plain bourgeois, 

Here we have a purely politi 


in the bourgeois genus. 
and satisfying. The two monarchist parties 


tion which is accurate 

could reach an agree- 
ment only with 4 parliamentary republic, which is the only way 
to reconcile two preten! 


occupant. There is no mystery here. e 
tenders to the throne, to avoid having one m the Louvre and the 
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other in prison or exile, neither must be in power. In this sense, 
the parliamentary republic was a reconciliation between the two 
dynasties. 

Marx continued: ‘Now, however, the plan was to turn the 
Orleanist into a Legitimist and the Legitimist into an Orleanist.’ 
Marx was right in thinking that such a thing is out of the ques- 
tion, unless by a stroke of good luck the pretender of one of the 
two families should be good enough to die, 


The monarchy, in which their antagonism was personified, was to in- 
carnate their unity, the expression of their exclusive factional interest 
was to become the expression of their common class interest, the 
monarchy was to accomplish what only the abolition of two monarchies 
~ the Republic — could do and had done. 

This was the Philosophers’ stone, for the finding of which the doc- 
tors of the party of order were breaking their heads. As though the 
Legitimate monarchy could ever be the monarchy of the hereditary 
landed aristocracy! As though landed Property and industry could 
fraternize under one crown when the crown could fall only upon one 
head, the head of the older or the younger brother! As though 
industry could deal upon an equal footing with landed Property so 
long as landed Property did not itself decide to become industrial! 


We see, in these last two sentences, a subtle and persuasive 
mingling of two explanations: the political explanation, whereby 
the only way to reconcile the two opposed pretenders to the 
French throne was the parliamentary republic, and the other, 
fundamentally different interpretation, whereby landed prop- 
erty could not be reconciled with the industrial bourgeoisie unless 
landed property itself was industrialized, This explanation be- 
longs, I may say, to the category of the more intellectual explana- 
tions still found in the Marxist reviews of today regarding the 
Fifth Republic. The latter cannot be the Gaullist republic; it 
must be the republic either of modernized capitalism or of some 
other element of the social infrastructure. Such explanations do, 
to be sure, go deep, but they have the disadvantage, in my 
opinion, of not being true. For the impossibility of reconciling the 
interests of landed Property with the interests of the industrial 
bourgeoisie exists only in the sociological imagination. On the day 
when, by a stroke of good luck, one of the two princes no longer 
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has any descendants, the reconciliation between the two pre- 
tenders occurs automatically and the interests of landed property 
and industrial property miraculously effect a compromise. In 
other words, the impossibility of reconciling the two pretenders 
is essentially political. 

The explanation of many political events in terms of their 
social foundation is valid, but the term-for-term explanation of 
what happens on the political level in terms of what supposedly 
happens within the social infrastructure is to a large extent socio- 
logical mythology. We project on to the social infrastructure what 
we have observed on the political level. Since we have observed 
that the two pretenders cannot agree, we decree that landed 
property cannot agree with industrial property. Moreover, we 
contradict ourselves when we explain that this reconciliation is 
achieved in a parliamentary republic. For if such a reconciliation 
were socially impossible, it would be just as impossible under a 
parliamentary republic as under a monarchy. 

I have analysed the case at some length because, in my 
opinion, it is typical. It demonstrates both what is acceptable, 
in social explanations of political con- 


instructive, and necessary 1n 
flicts and what is erroneous. Proft ssional and amateur sociologists 
se when they confine them- 


suffer from a sort of guilty conscie. 

selves to explaining changes of régiune and political crises in 
terms of politics. Personally, however, I am inclined to believe 
that the particulars of political events can rarely be explained 
except in terms of men and parties, their disagreements and their 


ideas. 

Was Louis Bonaparte the representative of the peasants? Yes, 
he was elected by the peasant electors. Is General de Gaulle the 
representative of the peasants? He was elected by 85 per cent 
of the French people. The psycho-political mechanism was the 
same a century ago as it is today. It has little to do with distinc- 
tions of social class and still less with the class interest of a given 
group. When the French people are tired of endless conflicts and 
there appears a candidate for the national salvation, a man of 
destiny, Frenchmen of all classes rally to the man who promises 
to save them and who sometimes actually does so. 

I should like to take a last example, a last case which concerns 
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one of our constant problems, namely, the relation between 
ics and politics. 

“Ee mee of The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis-Bonaparte, 
Marx made an extremely interesting and detailed analysis, which 
unfortunately I do not have space to follow in detail, of Louis 
Bonaparte’s government and the way in which he served the 
interests of the different classes. Marx’s essential idea was that 
Louis Bonaparte was accepted by the bourgeoisie because he 
defended their fundamental economic interests, with the bour- 
geoisie, for their part, relinquishing the right to exercise political 
power themselves. But there is an element in this analysis whi ch 
interests us especially, i.e. Marx’s acknowledgement of the deci- 
sive role of the state. He wrote: 


This executive Power, with its tremendous bureaucratic and mili- 
tary organization, with its widespread and artificial machinery of 
government, with an army of officeholders half-a-million strong, to- 
gether with a military force of another million men, this fearful body 
of parasites, which coils itself like a snake around French society, stop- 
Ping all its pores, originated at the time of the absolute monarchy, with 
the decline of feudalism, which it helped to hasten. The princely 
privileges of the landed Proprietors and cities were transformed into so 
many attributes of the executive Power, the feudal dignitaries into 
Paid officeholders, and the confusing design of conflicting medieval 
seigniories into the well-regulated Plan of a government, whose work is 
subdivided and centralized as in a factory. 

The first French revolution, with its mission of sweeping away all 
local, territorial, urban and Provincial special Privileges in order to 
establish the civic unity of the nation; was bound to develop what the 
absolute monarchy had begun — the work of centralization, together 
with the range, the attributes and the agents of governmental authority. 
Napoleon completed this governmental machinery. The Legitimists 
and the July Monarchy contributed nothing to it, except a greater 
subdivision of labour, which grew in the same measure that the 
division and subdivision of labour within bourgeois society raised new 
groups and interests, that is, new material for the administration of 
government. 


Each common interest was in turn forthwith removed from society, 
Set up against it as a higher collective interest. 


In other words, Marx was describing the prodigious develop- 
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ment of the centralized administrative state. This centralized 
administrative state is the same one which Tocqueville analysed, 
whose pre-revolutionary origins he demonstrated, and which he 
saw gradually gaining in importance and power as democracy 
developed. 

Whoever governs this state inevitably exerts considerable in- 

_ fluence on society. Tocqueville was convinced that all parties 
contribute to the growth of this enormous administrative mach- 
ine. He was convinced that a socialist state would contribute 
even more towards broadening the functions of the state and 
centralizing administration. Marx believed that this machine of 
the state had acquired a kind of autonomy in relation to society. 
All it takes is ‘some swindler just off the boat, exalted to the skies 
by a group of drunken soldiers he has bought with brandy and 
sausages’ to manage this enormous machine. Marx was a sociol- 
ogist; but he was also a polemicist. 

The true revolution would consist not in taking over this 
machine but in destroying it. To which Tocqueville would have 
replied ironically: If you decree that ownership of the instru- 
ments of production must become collective and that the admin- 
istration of the economy must be centralized, by what miracle do 
you expect the machine of the centralized state to be destroyed 


or reduced? 


As a matter of fact, there are in Marx two ideas of the role of 


the state in the revolution. In his remarks on the Paris Com- 
mune, he implied that the Commune - the breakdown of the 
central state and its decentralization — was indeed the dictator- 
ship of the proletariat. But we also find exactly the opposite idea: 
political power and state centralization must be strengthened to 


the maximum degree in order to bring about the revolution. 
then, Tocqueville and 


On the machine of the centralized states. l 
Marx held similar views. Tocqueville concluded that it was 
essential to strengthen the intermediate bodies and representa- 
tive institutions with a View to limiting the omnipotence and 
boundless extent of the state. Marx both acknowledged the 
state’s partial autonomy in relation to society - @ formula con- 
tradictory to his general theory of the state as a mere expression 
of the ruling class — and assumed more or less vaguely that the 
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socialist revolution might entail the destruction of the centralized 
administrative machine. 

What interests me here, and what I should like to make my 
concluding point, is the following idea: In theory, Marx tried to 
reduce politics and its conflicts to the relations between social 
classes and their conflicts. But on several points, his insight as an 
observer prevailed over his dogmatism as a theorist, and he 
recognized involuntarily, as it were, the strictly political factors in 
such conflicts and the autonomy of the state itself in relation to 
various groups. But to the extent that there is state autonomy in 
relation to classes and class conflicts, one element in the evolution 
of societies is not reducible to the struggle of social classes. 
What decisions are made depends on who takes possession of the 
state, 

I should add that the most striking proof of the autonomy of 
the political order in relation to social conflicts is the Russian 
Revolution of 1917, when a group of men, by seizing the state as 
Louis Bonaparte did but more violently, was able to transform 
the entire structure of Russian society and even, if you will, to 
establish socialism, not on the basis of the predominance of a 
minority proletariat but on the basis of the omnipotence of the 
state machine, 

In other words, what is not found in Official Marxist theory 
may be found either in Marx’s historical analyses or in events 
whose participants acted in the name of Marx himself, 


A few words by way of conclusion. The four authors studied 
here form the basis of three movements or schools. The first is 
the one that might be called the French school of political 
sociology, whose founder is Montesquieu and whose second 
great figure is Tocqueville. A man like Élie Halévy, in our time, 
belongs to this tradition: a school of sociologists who are not very 
dogmatic, who are essentially preoccupied with politics, who do 
not disregard the social infrastructure but stress the autonomy of 
the political order, and who are liberals, Probably I am a latter- 
day descendant of this school. 

The second school is that of Auguste Comte, culminating in 
urkheim at the beginning of this century and, if I may venture 
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to say so, in the official and licensed sociologists of today. This is 
the school which underplays the political as well as the economic 
in relation to the social. It places the emphasis on the unity of the 
social entity, retains the notion of consensus as its fundamental 
concept, and by multiplying analyses and concepts endeavours 
to reconstruct the social totality. 

The third school — the one that has been most successful, not 
in classrooms, but on the great stage of world history — is obvi- 
Marxist school. This school, as interpreted by hundreds 
of millions of human beings, combines an explanation of the 
social entity in terms of economic organization and social in- 
frastructure with a schema of evolution that guarantees its fol- 
lowers victory and the peaceful or violent elimination of heretics. 

This school of sociology is the most difficult to discuss, be- 
cause of its historical success. One never knows whether one 
should discuss the catechist version, necessary to any state doc- 
trine, or the intellectual version, the only one acceptable to great 
minds, But between the catechist version and the intellectual 
re is a constant interaction whose modalities vary, 
edictable vicissitudes of uni- 


ously the 


version the: 
obviously, according to the unpr 
versal history. 

despite the differences be- 


These three schools of sociology, 
lues and their views of world history, 


tween their systems of va 

are all interpretations of modern society. Auguste Comte was an 
almost unqualified admirer of modern society, which he called 
industrial, because this society would be peaceful and Comtist or, 


if you prefer, positivist. In the eyes of the political school, mod- 
ern society is a democratic one which a Tocqueville or an Élie 
Halévy observes, without transports of enthusiasm Or of indig- 
nation, one society among others — one, to be sure, with singular 
characteristics, but not the ultimate fulfilment of human des- 
tiny. As for the third school, it combines a Comtist enthusiasm 
for industrial society with a righteous indignation against capital- 
ism. It is, therefore, supremely optimistic about the distant future 
and darkly pessimistic about the near future. It predicts a long 
period of catastrophe, class struggles, and wars before the final 
reconciliation of the classes and of all human societies with one 


another, 
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In other words, the Comtist school is optimistic, with a ten- 
dency to complacency; the political school is cautious, with a 
tinge of scepticism; and the Marxist school is utopian, with a 
tendency to accept catastrophes as desirable in the long run and, 
in any event, inevitable. 

Each of these schools reconstructs the social entity in its own 
way. Each offers its own theory of the diversity of societies known 
to history. Each is inspired both by moral convictions and by 
scientific hypotheses. I have tried, for whatever it is worth, to 
separate the convictions from the hypotheses. But, as usual, even 


when we attempt to distinguish these two elements, we do so, 
perhaps, in terms of our own convictions. 
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BY THE SAME AUTHOR 


Main Currents in Sociological Thought - 2 


This second volume on the pioneers of modern sociological thought deals 
with three great thinkers on the threshold of the modern age: Emile Durk- 
heim, Vilfredo Pareto, and Max Weber. Children of the same generation, 
their works clearly reveal the critical situation of Western Europe at the 
turn of the century. All three are related by their stark recognition that 
the conflict between science and religion would threaten the social 
stability of the West. However, their conceptual expressions of this prob- 
lem show marked divergences. As the sober optimist, the ironic pessimist, 
and the bitter observer, each individual mirrors striking differences in 
nationality, creed and intellectual influences, 

In elucidating their principal theories, Professor Aron demonstrates what 
their doctrines contribute to the scientific understanding of human 
behaviour and modern societies, Like the first volume this book is essen- 


tial reading for everyone interested in man’s relationship to his social 
environment. 
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